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  ‘THERE ARE so many things I ought to tell you that I don’t know how to begin,’1 Siegfried

  Sassoon wrote to his friend, the poet Ralph Hodgson on 1 September 1930. He was in a quiet Wiltshire valley as summer changed into sharpening yet melancholy autumn, his favourite time of year.




  Sassoon seemed to be extraordinarily fortunate: rich, a bestselling writer who had shaped people’s view of the most important event of the European twentieth century (the Great War of 1914

  to 1918) and now a man in love. He sat looking through the double doors of a manor house into its garden, past two round bushes of box to an old mulberry tree. Over the lawn skimmed swallows,

  wagtails, blackbirds and thrushes; further away in this ‘little paradise’ the River Avon ran through water meadows. Two miles distant was Stonehenge, a monument to England’s

  prehistory; nearer were some tumuli of primeval burial sites, still safe from ‘creeping motors going along the highways’. The landscape resembled that seen by the radical writer William

  Cobbett during his rural rides in the 1820s, even though its inhabitants had become much more prosperous since then, in spite of the present agricultural depression.




  To Hodgson, Sassoon admitted the hardship endured by the farmers, comparable to the years after the Napoleonic wars, and said he had heard ‘things may get much worse’ because bad

  weather had wrecked the harvest. He lamented that the future would be more mechanized, that literature would descend into journalism, although his own reading was far from this:

  Lafcadio Hearn on Japan (where Hodgson was working), a chapter called ‘The Dream of a Summer Day’, and his friend Edmund Blunden’s book on the romantic poet Leigh Hunt. He had

  been book-hunting in Salisbury and found a bargain: a large paper copy of the History of Quadrupeds by the artist Thomas Bewick. His next book, Memoirs of an Infantry Officer, had

  been serialized in the Daily Telegraph; over 15,000 copies had already been ordered although it was not to be published until 18 September, more than two weeks away. These slightly

  fictionalized autobiographies, of which there were to be three volumes, show innocence broken on the Western Front where their hero – George Sherston – endures a brutal, mechanical

  warfare quite different to his dream of chivalry and righteous battle.




  Sassoon wrote to Hodgson from a ground-floor study. Fishing rods and nets leaned against the chimneypiece; on one wall was a bookcase full of children’s classics, relics of the family who

  had grown up here, one of whom had been killed in the battle of the Somme. The scene could be a parody of a certain lost Englishness: the manor house, a yew-hedged garden, the reminders of a

  fortunate childhood that had ended in chivalrous sacrifice, a cultured country gentleman commenting on the state of agriculture. Sassoon’s letter hints at present tragedy in the mention of a

  colliery disaster in Kent but goes quickly back to the past in a reference to the vicarage and church in the mining village.




  The reality is different. Siegfried Sassoon was half Jewish, an uncertain Englishman. The manor house, called Wilsford, had been built at the start of the twentieth century in imitation-Jacobean

  style by a family rich through the manufacture of bleach in hideous, industrial Glasgow: the study was used still by a retired politician who, as Britain’s foreign secretary in 1914, had

  taken the country into a war that Sassoon loathed. The person whom Sassoon loved, inside the house, was a man: Stephen Tennant. Even Ralph Hodgson (to whom the letter was written), although

  superficially steeped in English tradition – an eighteenth-century world of prize fighters, mastiffs and boisterous talk – spent much of his life abroad, in Japan

  and the United States.




  Unlike Hodgson, Sassoon stayed, trying both to escape himself and to catch his own instinctive vision. What makes him exceptional is that in all this he made a lasting version of history as well

  as a writer’s world, reaching beyond literary achievement to a national myth. The tall, thin, shy, officer–poet with the Military Cross defying the old men who sent young heroes

  ‘up the line to death’ is as much a part of the tragic version of the First World War as Wilfred Owen’s preface (‘the poetry is in the pity’) to his own poems –

  a preface which, ironically, Sassoon had not wanted published at all, feeling that Owen’s poetry should speak for itself. Sassoon’s war means a callous, out-of-touch High Command and

  the sacrifice of innocents in the apparently unceasing hell of the Western Front: a vision so haunting that twentieth-century British warfare still seems to be defined by futile offensives,

  exhausted men impaled upon wire or trapped in mud before an immovable enemy a mere few yards away across a dark, lunar landscape. More than anyone, even more than Owen, Siegfried Sassoon created

  this, through his poetry and his prose, turning it into one of the most resonant myths of our times.




  Sassoon’s importance, both literary and historical (rare in a writer), has led to many people going in search of him; since his death in 1967, there have been at least five full-length

  studies of his life and his work. So why add to an already crowded field? My answer is that, through Siegfried’s son George – who has never co-operated so extensively with a biographer

  before – I have been shown much new material. The substance of this is the unpublished manuscript diaries from 1926 onwards, Sassoon’s extensive notes for his autobiographies, and other

  correspondence and drafts of poems and prose books.




  Rupert Hart-Davis edited three volumes of Sassoon’s diaries, from 1915 to 1925, and these were published in 1981, 1983 and 1985. Then he stopped and the manuscripts for the later years

  have stayed unseen by biographers until now. Sassoon himself thought that his autobiography was in his poetry; that is why I have taken a biographical approach towards his

  poems and treated them extensively. But the diaries and drafts and notes for his three volumes of straight autobiography – The Old Century, The Weald of Youth and

  Siegfried’s Journey – and a fourth volume that was started but never finished, give an astonishingly frank and revealing view of the man in what is, perhaps, one of the most

  extensive self-portraits of any twentieth-century British writer. Another extraordinary source is the journal that Stephen Tennant kept during his relationship with Sassoon, now in a private

  collection and used here for the first time. I visited Stephen Tennant towards the end of his life, some years before I began to write about Siegfried Sassoon. Tennant wrote many letters to me

  about earlier days, and I have drawn on these in my portrait of him. I knew Sir Geoffrey Keynes in his last years and heard him speak often of his beloved Siegfried. The late Dame Felicitas

  Corrigan, in an electrifying conversation at Stanbrook Abbey, talked very frankly about Sassoon and then let me read his letters to her. Adrian Goodman made available to me the journals of his

  grandmother Lady Ottoline Morrell. I am very grateful to him for allowing me to be the first person writing about Siegfried Sassoon to see these. The Morrell papers are now in the British Library,

  and Lady Ottoline’s photograph albums in the National Portrait Gallery.




  When George Sassoon asked me to write this book, he also offered me his own memories. We have spent much time together, in Wiltshire or on the island of Mull, discussing Siegfried Sassoon, and I

  am immensely grateful to him and to his wife Alison and his daughter Kendall. I cannot exaggerate the help I have had from George Sassoon and from his family – this book would have little

  point without it. Others who have helped me, with information, advice and hospitality, include: Bart Auerbach; Gabriel Austin; Ian Balding; the late Rolfe Barber; Nicolas Barker; David Behrman;

  Simon Blow who showed me his play, Uncle Stephen’s Lizards, about the relationship between Stephen Tennant and Siegfried Sassoon; the late Claire Blunden and her daughters, Margi

  Blunden and Lucy Edgeley; the late the Hon. Raymond Bonham Carter; Michael Borrie; Sir Henry Boyd-Carpenter; William Buice; George and Maggie Byam Shaw; the Marquess of

  Cholmondeley; Jenny Coutts; the late Lionel Dakers; Roy Davids; the late Ian Davie; Paul Delaney; the late Mary, Viscountess Eccles; James and Maggie Fergusson; Federico Forquet; Colin Franklin;

  Sister Jessica Gatty; Pamela Gatty; Milton and Monica Gendel; Lewis and Jacqueline Golden; Adrian and Shena Goodman; the late Beryl Graves; William and Elena Graves; Duff Hart-Davis; Lady

  Hart-Davis and the late Sir Rupert Hart-Davis; Selina Hastings; Simon Head; Lord Hemingford; Dominic Hibberd; Martyn and Joanna Hitchcock; Anthony Hobson; Haro and Elizabeth Hodson; Lynn Humphries;

  Rosalind Ingrams; Dom Philip Jebb; John and Victoria Jolliffe; Laurence and Linda Kelly; Stephen, Milo, Simon and the late Quentin Keynes; the late the Hon. Dame Miriam Lane; Mark Samuels Lasner;

  David Lloyd; the late Kenneth Lohf; Roger and Dagmar Louis; Ed Maggs; Alison McCann; Helen McPhail; Dom Sebastian Moore; Professor Masatsugu Ohtake; the late Rosemary Olivier; the Earl of Oxford

  and Asquith; Christian Parham; Peter Parker; Tim Penton; Jonathan Petropoulos; Andrew Pinnell; Nicholas Poole-Wilson; George and Jane Ramsden; William Reese; Sir Adam Ridley; John Stuart Roberts;

  Bill and Janice Rossen; Anthony Rota; the late Hamo Sassoon; Meredith Sassoon; John Saumarez Smith; Desmond Seward; Bruce Shand; Dennis Silk; Jon Stallworthy; Peter Stansky; Toby and Emma Tennant;

  Sir Simon Towneley; Hugo Vickers; Jonathan Walsh; Leslie Weller; Mrs Charles Wheeler; the late Laurence Whistler; Robert and Pamela Woof; Samantha Wyndham.




  My research has led me to many libraries and I thank all those who helped me during my visits or answered my inquiries. In Britain: the British Library; the Bodleian Library, Oxford; Peter Fox,

  Patrick Zutshi, Kathleen Cann and John Wells at the Cambridge University Library; the library of the Craiglockhart campus of Napier University; Sue Usher at the English Faculty Library, the

  University of Oxford; Michael Meredith and the staff of the Eton College Library; Adeline van Roon at the Henry Moore Institute in Leeds; Simon Robbins; Christopher Rowling and Roderick Suddaby at

  the Imperial War Museum; the King’s College, Cambridge, Archives Centre; the London Library; Martin Evans and Terry Rogers at Marlborough College; the National Army

  Museum; Iain Brown at the National Library of Scotland; the Public Record Office at Kew; Norman James and Richard Olney at the then Royal Commission on Historical Manuscripts; Lieutenant Colonel

  Peter Crocker and David Bowness at the Royal Welch Fusiliers’ Regimental Museum at Carnarvon; the Sheffield Archives. In the United States and Canada: Dr Howard Gottlieb of the Mugar Memorial

  Library at Boston University; the Special Collections at the Butler Library at Columbia University in New York; the Grolier Club in New York; the University of Delaware; the Lily Library at Indiana

  University at Bloomington; the Library of Congress in Washington DC; the Mills Memorial Library at McMaster University, Hamilton, Ontario; the University of Maryland at College Park; Stephen Crook,

  Isaac Gewirtz and Philip Milito at the Berg Collection in the New York Public Library; the University of Buffalo; the Special Collections at Rutgers University Library in Trenton, New Brunswick;

  Southern Illinois University at Carbondale; Tom Staley and the staff of the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center at the University of Texas at Austin; the McFarlin Library at the University of

  Tulsa; Washington State University at Pullman; Wichita State University; Vincent Giroud at the Beinecke Library at Yale University.




  Some people have helped me consistently from the start of my researches and have read parts or all of my manuscript; to them I owe an especial debt: Carol Rothkopf; Brian Bond; Hugh Cecil; Peter

  Washington. To my publishers in Britain and the United States – Peter Straus and Jonathan Galassi who commissioned this book and Andrew Kidd who inherited it and Peter James without whose

  brilliant copy-editing it would have been much worse – and to my exemplary agent Gill Coleridge and her assistant Lucy Luck I am profoundly grateful for constant encouragement and patience.

  To my family – my wife Caroline, our four children and my mother – I owe more than I can say for help and tolerance during what has turned out to be a long journey.




  







  [image: ]




  Money – both the possession and the giving away of it – plays an important part in this book and, to make the figures clearer, here is a comparison of the

  purchasing power of the pound at certain dates.




  There was little price inflation between 1886, the year that Siegfried Sassoon was born, and 1914. Taking the pound at £1 in 1998, its comparable purchasing power is:




  

    

      1914: £58.18




      1920: £23.27




      1930: £36.20




      1938: £37.02




      1946: £22.01




      1955: £14.54




      1965: £11.00




      1975: £4.76




      1985: £1.72




      1998: £1.00




      2002: £0.92


    


  




  Source: Whitaker’s Almanack 2004
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  SIEGFRIED SASSOON DENIED that he was ‘a typical Jew’1 and disliked to

  be thought rich, but at the end of the nineteenth century, when he was born, the name of Sassoon meant great riches: a ‘gilded’2 Jewish

  family linked to the raffish Prince of Wales (later King Edward VII) and to an exotic, slightly mysterious past. If this eastern ancestry featured in his dreams, it usually took a more Arabian

  form, as ‘processions, strange crowds of people, façades of oriental looking buildings with hieroglyphics on them – like racial memories’,3 nothing to do with trade. He made anti-Semitic remarks and mocked his family’s ‘Jewish gold’ made ‘in the east by dirty trading’ to allow a

  snobbish life in England as cigar-smoking worshippers of ‘German royalties and dissolute peers’.4 Siegfried’s cousin Philip Sassoon,

  the bachelor politician and host, was similarly uneasy about it and hinted that he was of Parsee stock,5 aware perhaps how quickly the English could

  turn on Jews, how much they remained essentially outsiders.




  The word Sassoon means ‘joy’ in Hebrew, and Siegfried thought the name came from a place in Mesopotamia called Sashûn and that his ancestors were ‘partly Persian’.

  In fact they were Sephardim, descended from the Jews of Spain, Portugal and north Africa. By the eighteenth century the Sassoons were successful traders in Baghdad and prominent members of the

  synagogue, but it was David, Siegfried’s great-grandfather, born in 1792, who had a genius for business. He moved to Basra from Baghdad, and in 1832, having been harried

  by Ottoman officialdom, arrived in Bombay, then under British rule, in search of larger markets and stability. The fortune was founded upon trade in (among other goods) textiles, tea, dried fruit,

  metals and, when the link with China developed, opium, as well as property in Bombay, Shanghai and Hong Kong. The riches combined with piety and philanthropy: schools, synagogues, hospitals,

  orphanages, museums and a Jewish newspaper in Bombay and another synagogue in Poona. David was a patriarchal figure, naturally powerful, and the father of thirteen children by two marriages. After

  his death in 1864, contributions towards the cost of a statue of him to be put up in Bombay came from Jews, Parsees and Christians in India, Persia, China and Europe and included five guineas from

  the Liberal statesman William Gladstone.




  David’s son – and Siegfried’s grandfather – Sassoon David Sassoon, who landed from Shanghai in 1858 to establish the family’s business in London, was quite

  different. Tall and thin, sickly and shy, the scholarly, lisping ‘S.D.’ – collector of a library of Jewish books and manuscripts – had married Farha Reuben, the daughter of

  a rich and devoutly Jewish merchant in Baghdad. He seems to have been proud of his Sephardic inheritance, having a sense of being set apart from the more numerous Ashkenazim of the northern

  European ghettos like the Rothschilds,6 but his father David dominated his life and S.D. also became eclipsed, at least in the public eye, by his more

  worldly brothers. Arthur, Reuben and their half-brother Albert (who changed his name from Abdullah) Sassoon in particular were voraciously social and sometimes mocked for this – as shown by

  verses in the racing paper The Pink ’Un about Albert, who had been made a baronet:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Sir Albert Abdullah Sassoon




              That Indian auriferous coon




              Has bought an estate called Queen’s Gate




              And will enter upon it in June.7


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Albert, Arthur and Reuben joined the Prince of Wales’s Marlborough House set and were no doubt graciously allowed to lend money to the heir to the throne. Later

  Siegfried Sassoon imagined the ‘high minded’ David’s disapproval of his sons’ Edwardian ostentation.8 But the Sassoons remained

  devout Jews. At the Scottish estate of Tulchan, bought by Arthur Sassoon, the family spent Jewish holy days praying while their guests shot or fished without them.




  The quiet S.D. had to work unexpectedly hard in London because the American Civil War had cut off supplies of raw cotton to English manufacturers, obliging them to turn to India and the east. He

  lived in a Georgian house overlooking Regent’s Park with his small, sharp wife and their children, Joseph, Rachel and Alfred Ezra (Siegfried’s father), who was born in 1861. Old David

  bought S.D. a Tudor house called Ashley Park (once owned by Cardinal Wolsey) by the Thames in Surrey, some seventeen miles from London, where the young family spent much of its time. Then, in July

  1867, on a very hot day, Sassoon David Sassoon dropped dead in the foyer of the Langham Hotel while waiting for a cab to take him to the Victoria and Albert Museum, where he was to look at a model

  of the statue of his father David that was to be put up in Bombay.




  David Sassoon’s fortune was diluted among his many descendants, and S.D.’s children and grandchildren lost out further by their mother’s decision to encourage her sons to avoid

  the family business and become aristocratic Englishmen. S.D.’s widow stayed on at Ashley Park and in 1884 followed several other Sassoons by buying a house at Brighton. She kept up the family

  philanthropy, even if she had trouble in paying for the upkeep of Ashley Park. Walton-on-Thames, the nearby town, was given a meeting hall, Hove received a public park and she once sent melons to

  Brighton police station when she saw a constable suffering from the heat. This cascade of sometimes eccentric giving accompanied an increasing isolation; she became preoccupied by her religion and

  the past, while the extravagance of the other Sassoons grew ever more ostentatious.




  Sassoon David Sassoon’s widow wanted her sons to avoid this crude display. The shy Joseph, the eldest, was a good linguist and followed S.D. in collecting books and

  buying antique furniture, but Alfred, Siegfried’s father, seems to have worshipped little more than pleasure and, in a dilettante way, the arts. As a younger son (only six when his father

  died), he was spoilt by his mother who, thinking he might become a concert violinist, bought him two Stradivariuses. Thin, slightly less than average height, with dark hair and a moustache and a

  dimpled chin, Alfred stayed at Exeter College, Oxford, for only a few terms, leaving without a degree to become a rich, cultured amateur who sketched, sculpted, played cricket and the violin and

  rode well (although disliking the horse world). He took a house in Paris where he met Sarah Bernhardt who, in her unreliable memoirs, claims to have refused this ‘rich

  nabob’s’9 offer to replace a lost bracelet once given to her by Victor Hugo after her performance in his Hernani.




  To the world, Alfred Sassoon’s identity was as the heir to a fortune rather than someone of individual achievement or merit. Siegfried Sassoon had little evidence of his father’s

  tastes: merely a glass-doored cupboard at Weirleigh, his childhood home in Kent, and some unused instruments – lutes, guitars, a viola da gamba – and stories of Alfred’s

  ‘gypsy wildness’10 in violin-playing, in which he had been taught by the master Sarasate. There was also a slapdash amateur watercolour of

  the local landscape, some books by Walter Pater and one particularly fine volume, FitzGerald’s Omar Khayyám, bound in faded rose-coloured damask figured with old gold, redolent

  of The Yellow Book, that Bible of the Aesthetic Movement, and of Oscar Wilde.11




  On 30 January 1884, in Kensington parish church, the twenty-two-year-old Alfred married Georgiana Theresa Thornycroft, aged twenty-nine, of Melbury Road, Kensington, the daughter of Thomas

  Thornycroft. The marriage met furious opposition from the bridegroom’s mother, for Miss Thornycroft was a gentile. Mrs Sassoon did not go to the wedding, reputedly cursing any children of the

  marriage and entering into ritual mourning for her ‘dead’ son. The very English Thornycrofts, worried by the Jewish link, felt reassured when it seemed to have been

  at least partly broken. But Victorian materialism made them fear that Alfred might now forfeit the Sassoon money under the terms of his dead father’s will. The prospective bride’s

  brother Hamo inspected this document at Somerset House and was relieved to find that ‘all seems right and the youth is free. He will be very well off.’12




  

    *


  




  GEORGIANA THERESA THORNYCROFT, known always as Theresa, came from Cheshire farming stock, reputedly

  reaching back to the thirteenth century. Indeed the Thornycrofts still had land near Congleton in Cheshire and it was said that Theresa Thornycroft had rushed into marriage to Alfred Sassoon after

  being jilted by a Congleton farmer who had run off with a barmaid. Her parents, though, were both sculptors, in a much more professional way than Alfred Sassoon. They had met when Thomas

  Thornycroft was studying with the sculptor Jack Francis in London and fell in love with Francis’s daughter Mary, marrying her in 1840. The Francises were (like the Thornycrofts) originally a

  farming family, from Norfolk.




  Although drawn to socialism and republicanism when young, Thomas Thornycroft had a style suited to the public pomposity of the Victorian age. He made busts for the House of Lords, a statue of

  Queen Victoria on a horse for the Great Exhibition of 1851, and, after 1861, three equestrian statues of the dead Prince Consort for Halifax, Liverpool and Wolverhampton. Thomas’s most

  spectacular piece, however, is Boadicea and Her Daughters, a massively bombastic display begun in 1856, still in progress when he died in 1885, and finally put up on Westminster Bridge some

  ten years later. Mary worked more delicately. In 1843 she did the first of her royal commissions, a portrait of Queen Victoria’s baby daughter Princess Alice as Spring, and soon the

  drawing room at Osborne filled up with cloying pieces like the young Prince of Wales as Winter, Princess Beatrice in a Nautilus Shell and Prince Leopold as a Fisher Boy. Mary Thornycroft also gave lessons to her subjects and was partly responsible for Princess Louise becoming a sculptress. Both Thornycrofts were loving but firm parents to their

  seven children (five girls and two boys), who, when young, began letters to their mother, ‘Honoured Madam’.13




  In addition to his art, Thomas Thornycroft became interested in engineering and in 1862 bought land by the river at Chiswick. Here his elder son John founded the firm of John I. Thornycroft that

  later made warships for the Royal Navy. Frances, one of Thomas and Mary’s daughters, married John Donaldson, one of John’s engineering partners, but the rest of the family stuck to art,

  and three of the other daughters, including Theresa, painted and sculpted.




  Siegfried Sassoon much preferred the Thornycrofts to the Sassoons (in whose remarkable history he took very little interest) and felt that he had inherited their respect for hard work,

  craftsmanship, dislike of flamboyance and sense that the ideal life was one lived simply in the landscape of rural England. But Thomas and Mary Thornycroft’s younger son William was an

  example of artistic fame as well. By 1870, aged twenty, William had adopted the name of Hamo, derived from an early-thirteenth-century Thornycroft, and his sister Alice, echoing the romantic

  medievalism of Alfred Tennyson and the Pre-Raphaelites, changed her name to Alyce. Sent as a boy to his childless uncle’s farm in Cheshire, with the idea that he should eventually inherit it,

  Hamo Thornycroft liked country life but returned to London to complete his education at University College School. In 1868 his sister Helen painted him as a knight in armour – athletic,

  powerful, with longish golden hair and a frothy moustache – representing the Tennysonian ideal.




  Hamo also wanted to be a sculptor. He improved his talents and his body, attending classes at the Royal Academy, swimming and rowing and joining the Artists Rifle Corps, although admonished by

  his mother for taking time off from his art. In 1872, in competition with (among others) his father Thomas and G. F. Watts, he was chosen to sculpt the statue of the assassinated Viceroy of India,

  Lord Mayo; in 1873 he won the Royal Academy gold medal and in 1881 was elected an associate of the Academy. Among his supporters for this last honour was his new friend the

  writer Edmund Gosse, with whom (although they both married and had children) he had a relationship of such sentimental intensity that it seems like homosexual love. But the Thornycrofts were

  quietly wholesome, a little prim; Gosse’s involvement with The Yellow Book shocked Hamo, and his sisters feared that the writer might have lured their brother away from their

  mother’s High Church principles.




  The family was also suspicious when Hamo took up with the agnostic Agatha Cox, whose beauty stunned Thomas Hardy and who may have been the model for the heroine of Tess of the

  D’Urbervilles. Fourteen years younger than Hamo Thornycroft, and with brothers who were Fabian socialists, she seemed unsuitable, and among other girls put in Hamo’s path was

  Siegfried’s aunt Rachel Sassoon. But in 1884 Hamo married Agatha and, perhaps under her influence or that of William Morris (the result of an early meeting with Burne-Jones), became even more

  contemptuous of ‘the lazy do-nothing selfish’ rich.14




  A pioneer of the ‘New Sculpture’ which, under French influence, attempted to show natural movement, emotion and strength, Hamo created pieces like The Sower, examples of the

  ‘democratic art’. But with this went a lucrative line in memorials to the great: gigantic figures of General Gordon, William Gladstone and Oliver Cromwell for London; King Alfred in

  Winchester; and icons for the Raj – Queen Victoria in Karachi, Lucknow and Ajodhya; King Edward VII in Karachi and King George V and Lord Curzon in Calcutta. These made Hamo Thornycroft one

  of the establishment’s favourite artists, a communicator of imperial and patriotic ideals.




  Hamo’s sisters had been, by the standards of the time, quite free. Theresa – short, plump, red-haired, with large ears, and nicknamed ‘Trees’ – studied painting

  under Ford Madox Brown with her friend Nellie Epps (who married Edmund Gosse). She too went on to the Royal Academy Schools and, with her sisters, learned musketry drill from Hamo, as well as

  swimming and rowing in the healthy, country-loving Thornycroft spirit, and had High Church beliefs. Alfred Sassoon, in contrast, was spasmodically energetic, a frustrated

  artist, essentially metropolitan. There was an age gap of eight years, with the older Theresa, at twenty-nine, embarrassed by this.




  

    *


  




  THEY BOUGHT WEIRLEIGH, a house just outside the village of Matfield, near Tunbridge Wells in the still unspoilt weald of Kent,

  within reach of London. Even though its garden and views inspired his poetry, Siegfried Sassoon came to dislike the tall, narrow, suburban-gothic building of red brick and tiles, crammed up on one

  side against a road and possibly designed to be the lodge of a much larger residence. Its original owner and builder was Harrison Weir, a popular children’s illustrator and admirer of William

  Morris who lived on into the 1890s. He had added a sixty-foot-high tiled spire (taken down during the Second World War because of the danger to aeroplanes), where a lamp was lit at night if he was

  at home. Weirleigh is fake medievalism at its most gloomy, with narrow-paned windows, high gabled roofs, doorways that might have been designed for dungeons and prominent chimneys in the Jacobean

  style. There is even a Latin inscription over the front door by the road, ‘Vero Nihil Verius’, the motto of the aristocratic de Vere family to whom Weir thought himself related. The

  architect John Belcher, a friend of Hamo Thornycroft, added a two-storey studio, set back from the house on the garden side, the lower part red brick below white walls crossed with black-patterned

  beams. Weirleigh evokes that fairy-tale Victorian land of knights and castles, a small-scale dream-world of the sanitized but romantic past: that of Shalott or Tennyson’s ‘moated

  grange’ yet more like ‘the black bat night’ than a visionary dawn.




  Alfred and Theresa’s first child, Michael Thornycroft Sassoon, was born at Weirleigh in October 1884, ten months after their marriage. On 8 September 1886 Michael was followed by

  Siegfried; and, in 1887, Hamo (named after his uncle Hamo Thornycroft) completed the trio of boys. Siegfried Loraine Sassoon’s first name came from his mother’s admiration for Wagner

  and the second out of her respect for a High Church clergyman, Canon Loraine. Although half Jewish, he was baptized and brought up in the Christian faith.15 As an infant, he featured in a pious picture by Theresa of Christ with a fat baby and sensually curved children, a reflection of her continuing belief.




  At Weirleigh, Theresa went on with her painting, although it seems to have made Alfred jealous, and worked on her huge picture The Hours, shown at the Royal Academy in 1889, in which

  twenty-four large Rossetti-like women in classical costume float across the sky from darkness into light, apparently in a state of heifer-like calm. All his life Siegfried Sassoon loved the

  work’s poetic atmosphere and idealistic emotion, which owed much to the symbolism of Burne-Jones and Watts – Pre-Raphaelite precision merging with the romantic mystery of ‘poems

  painted on canvas’.16 Theresa knew Watts, who had his studio next to the Thornycroft house in Holland Park, and made him godfather to her

  youngest son Hamo; later she took the boys often to the Tate Gallery to see Watts’s The Happy Warrior, in which a woman representing Death approaches a young man in armour. A

  reproduction of his famous Love and Death, thought by Wilde to be worthy of Michelangelo, hung at Weirleigh, its frightening depiction of the giant, sinister Death and the helpless

  boy-figure of Love bringing to Siegfried an early image of innocent and beautiful sacrifice.




  Siegfried recalled his father as pale, moody and delicate-looking with a dark moustache, yet capable ‘when in good spirits’ of riotous joking.17 There were stories of Alfred hitting sixes on the village cricket field and, in 1889, when the London Sassoons entertained the Shah of Persia, sending three camels and

  attendants dressed as Arabs to Sir Albert Sassoon’s Kensington house ostensibly with gifts from the Shah that in fact were sacks of old newspapers and rags. But by 1890 Hamo Thornycroft wrote

  that Theresa’s husband (‘a madman’) had revealed his ‘eastern blood’18 by abandoning his wife, probably for the

  independent, sophisticated American novelist Julia Constance Fletcher. Certainly in 1885, only a year after his marriage, Alfred Sassoon sent £50 secretly to the publisher George Bentley as a contribution to Bentley’s purchase of the rights of Andromeda, a two-volume novel by Fletcher, who wrote epigrammatic stories under the name of ‘George

  Fleming’, had lived in Italy, talked brilliantly and knew Oscar Wilde and Henry James.19 Soon the liaison, possibly revealed to Theresa when

  they were all in Venice together, failed, reputedly because Constance found Alfred too poor. But he moved to London, away from his wife.




  The boys were sometimes visited by their father, for whom they dressed up, to be first tickled by Alfred’s moustache when he kissed them and then fascinated by his amber and gold

  cigar-holder, his two gold rings (one with a brown diamond) and his gold watch, which – anxious not to miss the London train – he repeatedly took out of his pocket. Alfred brought

  exotic presents of guava jelly, pomegranates and expensive toys, and smelt of cigar smoke as he romped with his sons and made ‘screamingly funny jokes’.20 One autumn afternoon, when he was pushing them in a handcart, they met Theresa in the garden and the laughter abruptly stopped. In the ensuing silence, Alfred looked obstinate

  and masterful, but Theresa was suddenly pathetic. ‘I have never forgotten the look on her face,’ Sassoon wrote: ‘the first time I had seen life being brutal to someone I

  loved’. He longed to enjoy them both together.21 Theresa never criticized their father to the children, beyond referring to ‘poor

  Alfred’,22 but the separation preyed on her emotionally; she was a single, abandoned woman, a rare, pitiable and humiliating position in

  Victorian society. In revenge, she brought her boys up almost as if the Sassoons did not exist, to try to make them not only as English as her Cheshire ancestors but far in spirit from the

  unhealthy city to which her husband had fled. Pushed into the background by Theresa’s silence about him, their father faded. Like Alfred, Siegfried experienced throughout his life outbursts

  of apparently uncontrollable high spirits and a very emotional response to music, but he lacked, to his occasional regret, that less rigidly English outlook that his absent, more cosmopolitan

  father might have given to him.




  Theresa epitomized a certain kind of Englishness. A tremendous Tory, an admirer of the statesman Lord Salisbury, she was a Victorian patriot, utterly confident that her

  country was by far the best in the world. Weirleigh became the centre of an almost aggressively English childhood, even though it could not quite fulfil the role to which those who lived there

  aspired. Sassoon admits that in his memoirs he gives Weirleigh, as part of an aesthetic exercise, ‘an impression of charm’ whereas in reality, uncertain of ‘its social

  position’, it ‘lacked dignity’. Privacy was fleeting because the family’s quarters were scarcely separate from those of the servants, and tramps and other unwanted callers

  often banged on the door. Above all, Weirleigh seemed very different to ‘the mellow old mansion in a park’ Siegfried longed for as a child, especially when he began to read Tennyson and

  The Ingoldsby Legends and went to some of the grander houses near by. Even so, he knew every corner of Weirleigh: the plaster casts of classical busts, the smell of oil paints in the Studio

  and of potpourri and beeswax polish in the drawing room hung with large etchings of Mason’s Harvest Moon and Walker’s Harbour of Refuge; the dining room and the bust of

  Hypnos painted green by Alfred; a Queen Elizabeth clock standing on an old oak cupboard. Then there were the books in the drawing-room bookcases: Wuthering Heights, a favourite of

  Theresa’s, and the translated Russian novels bound in green cloth, among them one called My Husband and I. This last vaguely upset the young Siegfried for the word husband

  ‘suggested antagonism between two people who had once been happy together’.23




  Outside, however, was Theresa Sassoon’s solace – her garden of Irish yews, climbing roses, apple orchards, wide lawns, peony walks, sloping paths, a quince tree by the pond and

  herbaceous borders that shone against the dark house. From here, Siegfried could see across the fruit orchards and hop kilns of the Kentish weald to an apparently illimitable land of mysterious

  possibilities hinted at by trains rattling through the stillness on their way to London or the coast. This brought about the feeling of wonder that he later dreaded losing.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              When I have lost the power to feel the pang




              Which first I felt in childhood when I woke




              And heard the unheeding garden bird who sang




              Strangeness of heart for me while morning broke . . .24


            


          


        


      


    


  




  At the start he and his brothers ‘all behaved as if we were the same age’.25 They shared the gypsy-faced nanny Mrs Mitchell whom

  Siegfried never liked. Later (after she had left), when he caught pneumonia, he lied and said that she had brought it on by making him sleep in wet sheets. There were shared thrills, not least the

  aurora borealis, a ‘great feast’ on the lawn on Hamo’s sixth birthday and later their hut known as The Build. The head gardener and Mrs Mitchell sometimes cursed the boys, but it

  was a protected world, far from the local labourers’ broken-down cottages and hovels, isolated from the agricultural depression of the time by Sassoon money, and disturbed only slightly by

  the annual influx into the district of rougher Cockney hop-pickers.26 Also living at Weirleigh was old Mrs Thornycroft, Theresa’s frail mother,

  no longer the formidable sculptress. Dressed usually in a white shawl and long black silk dress with white ruffles, she stitched up Siegfried’s collapsing cuddly toy, Moocow, for whom he

  created a ‘dream’ world of creatures of indeterminate sex called ‘Mezenthrums’. Sassoon clung to Moocow until he was nearly nine. He found early on that he needed to be

  alone sometimes – dreamy and unpractical, sensitive and ‘unmanly’, easily humiliated.27




  The boys called Theresa ‘Mamsy’ and later ‘Ash’; a family legend has the latter name as a tease deriving from a chatty cleaning lady called Mrs Ash. Theresa’s

  friends were mostly the neighbours, among them squires like the Marchants of Matfield; Sir James Stirling, a judge, and his wife; retired military men like Captain Ruxton and Major Horrocks; and

  the clever Florence Bramwell who lived further away. She tried to enliven this county life, little changed since Jane Austen, with tableaux vivants and a society to discuss poetry but must

  have been pleased when her brother Hamo, Nellie Gosse or Mrs William Morris brought news of the London artistic world. Generally Weirleigh was superficially calm except when

  Theresa’s sister Alyce, known as ‘Auntie Lula’, came and made scenes, once taking a hammer to a bust she had made in the studio, often exploding with rage before softening into a

  disconcerting friendliness.28 But the house could seem melancholy, Theresa telling a visitor about Alfred’s bad health, how ‘he had every

  quality she didn’t expect and none of those she imagined he had’,29 herself enmeshed in ‘a very quiet and monotonous’ life,

  seeing little of the children who were looked after by the sly Mrs Mitchell (whom, in an effort at intimacy, she called ‘Sweetheart’).30




  Alfred Sassoon was dying of consumption. In 1894 the children and their nanny went to Eastbourne to see ‘pappy’ to whom Mrs Mitchell was cringingly respectful. In a photograph taken

  there Hamo (Alfred’s favourite), whom he called ‘Doggie’, sits on his knee,31 the boys absurdly tidy, reality only in their

  father’s face.32 At Eastbourne, they met their Sassoon grandmother, who had relented towards her dying son – a small, lively, brown-faced,

  oddly laughing, foreign-voiced woman, apparently kind and ‘rich in a quiet sort of way’. She showed her grandsons the family’s printed pedigree while their shy uncle Joseph stood

  gloomily by in the sickroom.




  The hard winter of 1895 brought two deaths: first, at Weirleigh, old Mrs Thornycroft, Siegfried’s grandmother; then in April, at Eastbourne, Alfred Sassoon. Theresa thought Siegfried too

  sensitive to go to his father’s funeral, so Mrs Mitchell took Michael and Hamo to it, but they (knowing nothing of their Jewish inheritance) were ‘frightened’ by the

  ‘jabber-jabber-jabber’33 of the rabbis and the strange ceremony during which flowers were stolen from a grave close by. No last message

  came from Alfred to Theresa, who had wanted an English burial for her husband under the yew trees at Brenchley.




  Mrs Mitchell left, after receiving £100 a year in Alfred’s will. Theresa had the contents of Weirleigh, becoming tenant for life of the house, its running costs to be borne by the

  income from his estate of which the trustees were John Donaldson (her brother-in-law) and Herbert Lousada (Alfred’s solicitor). Weirleigh and Alfred’s capital were

  held in trust for his children at the discretion of the trustees, which would make it harder to sell the house. If not substantial by Sassoon standards, Alfred’s estate had, by 1919,

  accumulated investments and cash of some £25,564. Of this, £10,245 seems to have been his personal estate and £15,319 Sassoon property in Walton-on-Thames (near Ashton Park), Hong

  Kong, Shanghai and Bombay. This, after funding Theresa’s life, would have to be divided among his three sons.




  Mrs Mitchell’s successor was a friend of Theresa’s called Ellen Batty, a daughter of the Raj who told the boys stories of heroes of British and imperial history. In the evenings a

  parlourmaid read to them, books of adventure like Coral Island, Treasure Island, Tom Sawyer or Around the World in Eighty Days, the comic Diary of a Nobody, or

  (the maid’s favourite) Golden Horseshoes, about a poor young knight finding a beautiful, aristocratic bride. They went on trips, to the Isle of Wight to stay with Theresa’s

  brother John, to the shipbuilding yards at Chiswick, to swim and go boating on the nearby Medway, and, in 1897, to the Old Rectory at Edingthorpe, Norfolk, rented for the summer. Meanwhile

  Sassoon’s education passed into the hands of a gentle retired schoolmaster called Mr Moon. A more masculine influence, and a partial father-substitute, was the groom, Tom Richardson, captain

  of the village cricket team who, in his twenties, came closer to Weirleigh life by marrying Grandmother Thornycroft’s maid. For Sassoon, Richardson became a ‘paragon’ who lifted

  Mr Moon’s lobs high over the Studio during cricket games in the paddock with the boys. He also took charge of the pony on which the Sassoon boys were taught to ride.




  

    *


  




  AS EARLY AS 1891, urged on by Theresa, Siegfried felt that, although trailing the others in strength, vigour and manliness, he was a poet, acutely

  conscious of the natural world. On his third birthday his mother gave him Coleridge’s Lectures on Shakespeare, published by William Pickering in 1849. In 1894, Siegfried gave Theresa coloured and decorated notebooks of stories about kings, princes and princesses marrying happily or about life at Weirleigh, including a true account of a shy young

  traction-engine driver blurting out to her at the Christmas party, ‘I don’t dance thank you Mam.’34 But it was sickness that raised

  his poetic consciousness when, after a bout of pneumonia, he lay on a stretcher in early summer on the lawn where a small tent had been put up for him. Here, too weak to walk, he felt ‘my

  first conscious experience of exquisite enjoyment’ alone in these serene days when he was loved, listening to the sounds of Weirleigh in summer: birdsong, the gardeners’ voices and

  their rumbling wheelbarrow, the sharpening of a scythe, Richardson bringing in the horses. With all this mingled dreams about his parents as a happily married couple, inspired by the smell from an

  empty scent phial borrowed from Theresa and given to her by Alfred. Siegfried imagined that, like the Sassoons, it had come from Persia and might bring together the disparate strains of his

  inheritance. Theresa had hung a small Aeolian harp in a crab apple tree and the instrument sighed in the summer breezes ‘like poetry’. He read Longfellow, Shelley and Tennyson secretly,

  thrilled by Tennyson’s ‘many towered Camelot’.35




  Theresa was vital in all this, and Siegfried Sassoon’s notebook, which he called ‘Complete Edition’, has the dedication ‘For Mamsy from Siegfried 1896’. Here his

  drawings, mostly of country landscapes, illustrate poems about the seasons, Kent villages, nightingales, dawns, thrushes, larks and ‘solitary reepers’. Ghosts, however, flit through the

  night in gothic mystery, storms burst upon the gentle fields and ‘the oak looks huge against the blackened sky’. One of the poems – ‘The Spirit of Land and Water’

  – has been copied out by the poet’s mother. He wrote fast, finishing eleven poems in March 1897 alone. These childhood verses show not only a sunny country life and jokey scenes but the

  land at twilight; death is there, as in the Symbolist pictures of Watts and Burne-Jones, but it is a romantic, sweetly shocking death, for instance in ‘The Ripple’:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              There rose the sun without a shiver




              On the brightly tinted earth.




              Like a silver thread, the river




              Prattled on, as if in mirth . . .




              Came a ripple, moving slowly.




              As it came, the rushes trembled.




              ‘Crush us not, oh cruel ripple’!!




              Said the ripple, ‘I am death.’36


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Theresa set one of the shortest poems, ‘To a Wild Rose’, to music and it was performed in front of guests at Weirleigh by Siegfried’s cousin Mary. Animals

  feature in the early work: cats (which Theresa liked), cockerels, horses and dogs, usually foxhounds for Sassoon started to go hunting in about 1898, aged twelve. He also wrote two stories about

  cats in 1896–7 and 1897–8: ‘The Story of Peter’ and a first-person narrative called ‘Something About Myself’, featuring ‘a very well bred’ beautiful

  cat with ‘common relations’ who becomes less narcissistic and pretentious and more useful. The Thornycrofts would surely have approved.37

  Siegfried sometimes copied the same poems into new notebooks, a process he followed all his writing life, often making a few changes and adding illustrations or, later, decorations in coloured

  inks.




  These notebooks were very precious. When his brother Michael jogged the table and made him smear a page of one, Siegfried punched him hard on the nose, drawing blood. He was proud to be a poet,

  and for Christmas 1898 prepared ‘The Red Poetry Book’ for his uncle Hamo Thornycroft – the same mixture of country scenes, ghosts and twilight and mysterious but thrilling death.

  Sassoon thought later that he saw a gradual change in these early poetry notebooks from innocence to a self-conscious poeticalness, perhaps partly brought about by Theresa reading Browning to him

  – those lines he never forgot about the artist set apart from, and above, the rest:




  

    

      But God has a few of us whom he whispers in the ear;




      The rest may reason and welcome; ’tis we musicians know.38


    


  




  The greatest living poet, she said, was Swinburne, but she did not encourage her son to read his lush, high-flown, sometimes erotic work.




  

    *


  




  SOMETIMES IN THESE early poems there are signs of a world outside the weald of Kent or fairyland, including a poem about Westminster Abbey (‘What

  is that towering pointed spire?’). Occasionally Theresa took the boys to London, perhaps to the Thornycrofts or to call on the only Sassoon whom she still saw, her dead husband Alfred’s

  sister, Rachel Beer.




  Eccentricity is often, in the rich, another word for madness and there was certainly a very strange atmosphere in the huge Beer house in Chesterfield Gardens, near Park Lane. Like Alfred, Rachel

  Sassoon had married outside the faith, though Frederick Arthur Beer may have had at least some Jewish blood through his father, Julius Beer, who had come originally, like the Rothschilds, from

  Frankfurt; Mrs ‘S.D.’ did not repeat her excommunication but disapproved. Perhaps partly because of this shared disapproval, Rachel visited Weirleigh, where she made the young Siegfried

  her particular favourite. The gentle, cigar-smoking, limp, brown-bearded Mr Beer had inherited a vast income from his father’s stock-exchange dealings but suffered agonizing headaches,

  veering from extreme irritation to wild euphoria in symptoms of syphilis that Theresa passed off as a mysterious condition inherited from his opera-singer mother. Yet even when Mr Beer was mostly

  confined to his bedroom, paralysed and speechless, Rachel, while buying Siegfried a bat in Wisden’s shop in 1897, ordered cricket stumps, balls and a practice net to be sent to their other

  house in Richmond where the footmen could bowl to her husband.39




  Rachel Beer – small, dark-haired, pale and handsome – was editor of the Observer, a paper that Mr Beer had inherited from his father who had bought it to advance his own

  opinions on international affairs. In 1893 she bought the Sunday Times as well, which she also edited. Her scatty running of the papers made her a joke with journalists

  and Oscar Wilde’s set40 and in 1896 Rachel Beer made her nephews take part in the ‘Press Bazaar’ at the Hotel Cecil dressed as

  ‘pages of the Observer’ where they were presented to the Princess of Wales.41 But in 1898 Mrs Beer had a scoop that, given her

  Jewishness, needed courage: her paper revealed Major Esterhazy’s confession that he had forged the documents used to convict the French army officer, Dreyfus, of spying in the greatest

  European scandal of the decade.




  To the young Siegfried, the immense house of 7 Chesterfield Gardens seemed dead behind the ‘priceless’ pictures and the oriental furniture, the only reminder of old David

  Sassoon’s beginnings. The slow-moving footmen and grooms with their gilt buttons showing the Beer crest of a pelican feeding its young (a crest which was even clipped out on the back of Mrs

  Beer’s black poodle) were attendants on a corpse, and, unlike the energetic Theresa, Auntie Rachel always seemed tired. In the hall, there was, however, a reminder of the Thornycroft taste:

  G. F. Watts’s doom-filled study of Orpheus and Eurydice, a story told again for Siegfried Sassoon at an afternoon party given by the Beers when an act of Gluck’s Orpheus

  was performed. Hundreds of unread books sent for review in Rachel’s newspapers were stacked on the polished floors and dazzling electric bulbs lit the windowless dining room, but domestic

  tragedy was the background to many of his boyhood trips to London for treats of magic shows or the theatre. Chesterfield Gardens showed the strange unhappiness, suffocation and chaos that could

  come from too much money.




  

    *


  




  HAMO AND MICHAEL learned the violin and Siegfried the piano, and through music Siegfried found an early influence in Helen

  Wirgman, the sister of Hamo Thornycroft’s artist friend Theodore Wirgman. Mercurial and passionate, she seemed to understand his inarticulate yearnings, those blurted-out thoughts and

  impressions that accompanied his poetic life, and her summer visits broke through the rather bland calm of Weirleigh, where even Theresa feared her moods. For

  ‘Wirgie’, as her close friends called her, music was the outlet for what Sassoon called a ‘touch of genius’.42 From a Swedish

  family that had moved to London, she spent some of her childhood in Belgium and later travelled through continental Europe, bringing a European intensity about art to a Weirleigh ruled by the

  Thornycroft loathing of pretension. Born in 1842, she was in her early fifties when she and Siegfried began their friendship. Fascinated by the natural world, she walked with him in the Weirleigh

  gardens or in neighbouring woods, perhaps ‘just a little mad’ with her ‘white hair and faded finery’ and ‘sidelong inquiring expression in her

  eyes’.43 Her memories of the Alps and the cities of Europe were vivid and, to Sassoon, she played Chopin and Beethoven more dramatically than

  Paderewski, whom he heard once in Tunbridge Wells. Wirgie knew George Meredith well, perhaps partly forming Sassoon’s admiration for the novelist and poet.




  The boys were slipping out of control. Reluctant to send them to school, especially the delicate Siegfried, their mother brought in more help at home: first, a Thornycroft cousin, an extrovert

  woman called ‘Piggins’ who disliked (in Thornycroft style) ‘humbug, arty people and self-pity’44 as much as Siegfried’s

  ‘emotional self-indulgence’;45 then Fräulein Stoy, a cosy, dull German governess who spoke longingly of the paragon children she had

  taught before, Nevill and Janet Forbes. Sergeant Ryan came to the house for sessions of gymnastics, but Tom Richardson, the groom, and horses gave Siegfried Sassoon the physical exercise that he

  enjoyed most.




  Theresa sold jewellery to give Richardson enough horses and ponies to look after, but Michael and Hamo preferred the lathe in the small workshop they had, fostered by visits to the Thornycroft

  works at Chiswick. His brothers called the dreamy Siegfried ‘Onion’ because he was ‘off it’, or odd, and they drew slowly away, leaving him wistfully to imagine an ideal

  friend. Riding, then fox-hunting, became his territory. Richardson, in contrast to the feeble Mr Moon or the women who worked indoors at Weirleigh, came to seem the only

  ‘sensible’ element in the young Siegfried’s fatherless life. Eventually the groom suggested to Theresa that her son should try a day with the Eridge hunt.




  It is hard now to imagine the importance of fox-hunting in pre-1914 rural England, a landscape still dominated by the landowning class. For the Sassoons at Weirleigh, the local grandees were the

  Marquess of Abergavenny, head of the Neville family at Eridge Castle, and the Master of the Eridge Hunt, Lord Abergavenny’s younger brother Lord Henry Neville. Below these Himalayas of

  magnificence stretched the foothills of lesser landowners, then the yeomen and tenant farmers. Next came those dependent on hunting for their livelihoods: grooms and terriermen, keepers and earth

  stoppers, owners of livery stables and horses for hire, horse dealers and suppliers of feed. Further off, in London and towns in good hunting country, were the boot manufacturers, tailors, hatters

  and saddlers, to say nothing of the horse markets like Tattersalls and Newmarket where fox-hunters came to look for new mounts for the next season or to sell old ones from the last.




  This self-contained world had its own values, language and standards. Fox-hunting was exclusive in that leisure and money or land were needed to gain entry to it. But, after the entry fee had

  been paid, the sport had a curious democracy of elegance and courage where feats of horsemanship and nerve were admired unstintingly as physical, sometimes beautiful, manifestations of human

  achievement. For many young Englishmen – not only aristocrats but farmers and those who lived in a hunting country or worked with the hunt – fox-hunting could prove their manhood to

  each other and to women who often rode hard as well. In the British army, it was thought to be a useful preparation for war and did not count as leave.




  At Weirleigh, Theresa hunted with the Eridge hounds and told her sons about her adventures,46 and the young Siegfried Sassoon read Trollope’s

  Sporting Sketches and the Victorian humorous novels about fox-hunting by Surtees. Early poems show that it was the landscape and the leaping ‘over fields and brooks and hedges’

  or swooping ‘like an eagle’ rather than the kill that excited him.47 He knew that hounds tore their quarry ‘in

  two’ and were ‘whipped’48 for disobedience, and that horses could suffer, yet throughout his life Siegfried Sassoon brought a

  tenderness to the sport, glimpsed in his elegy of 1898 ‘To Sylvia, a horse’ (‘So gentle and so mild is she’).49 Hunting also

  let him prove himself. As a boy, he read (or was read) the adventure novels of Rider Haggard, G. A. Henty and Stanley Weyman that glorified physical courage and chivalry – the ideals of

  Victorian boyhood. Because of his delicacy and his ‘poeticalness’, he felt ‘unmanly’, isolated by Theresa’s wish to keep him from school.




  The first days out must have intensified this isolation when he saw the skill of some of the other young followers. Then the ideal friend of his dreams became real in one boy who showed the

  masculine virtues of calm courage and watchfulness. ‘Denis Milden’ in Sassoon’s autobiographical novel Memoirs of a Fox-hunting Man is based on Norman Loder who, as the

  younger son of a landowning baronet, had confidence founded on impeccable connections and quiet skill as a rider. To the shy Sassoon – schooled by Richardson in the hierarchy of the hunt

  ruled by the Nevilles, with whom Loder stayed – this boy, although only a year older, was awe-inspiring. His immaculate turn-out and ‘steady, unrecognizing stare’ somehow made

  Siegfried drop his own ‘unpresentable old hunting-crop’ and dismount to pick it up.50 In a new world of anxiety and giants – the

  fiery master of the hunt, the unknown other riders, Richardson’s palpable fear that his young charge might fail – this omniscient boy induced an obsessive admiration that verged on

  love.




  Memoirs of a Fox-hunting Man shows the contrast between innocence and sophistication. At the end of the first day out, the Master, having heard that the newcomer has jumped a high hedge,

  says, ‘I hear he’s quite a young thruster’, at which the uncomprehending George Sherston (Sassoon’s alter ego in the book) flushes instead of taking a quiet satisfaction in

  praise. The next time, the ‘ideal friend’ shouts to tell the Master he has seen a fox, and Sherston blurts out, ‘Don’t do that; they’ll catch him,’ instantly

  realizing how childish, how ‘unmanly’, this must sound to his hero.51 But soon the young Sassoon came to be known as

  a wild follower of running hounds, hanging back only when little was happening, ‘so keen and yet so unobtrusive in the field’.52

  Henceforth early morning meant not only crowing cockerels and a brightening sky or a world free of people but the wordless adventure of hunting when aesthetic delight mixed with physical well-being

  to make ‘manliness’ realizable at last.




  

    *


  




  BY 1897, THE year of bonfires in the weald for Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee, Theresa felt she must find a boarding

  school for her sons. The next year Michael went off, first to ‘an advanced coeducational’ establishment that he found ‘cranky’,53 then to a more conventional place. Siegfried and Hamo had a new tutor, Clarence Hamilton, a red-faced man, supposedly a brilliant cricketer although he was bowled out almost

  immediately on the bumpy Matfield pitch (at which a watching local said, ‘Them toffs never do any good on the Green’).54 Hamilton,

  nicknamed ‘the Beet’, was a dull teacher, but feminine influence was on the wane as Fräulein Stoy slipped into the background. In 1898, while watching some older boys swim and fish

  in a mill pond, Sassoon yearned suddenly to escape ‘prolonged’ protected ‘childishness’ into freedom;55 then in December 1899,

  as if to mark the end of the century and of their childhood, the brothers burned their hut, The Build. Finally, in the summer of 1900, Siegfried and Hamo set out for Sevenoaks to join Michael as

  boarders at the New Beacon School.




  







  
TWO
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  SIEGFRIED SASSOON WAS nearly fourteen, by far the oldest new boy, when he started at the New Beacon. Recommended by

  Fräulein Stoy because her beloved Nevill Forbes had gone there, the successful school (quite small, with between sixty and seventy boys) had recently moved further out of Sevenoaks into new

  purpose-built premises. Theresa worried so much about giving Siegfried enough warm underclothes that she forgot to pack any shirts for him or Hamo.




  Thus fussed over, with a slight sense of invalidism, he entered the world of late-Victorian preparatory and public schools, with its tribal atmosphere of nicknames, private languages, codes of

  behaviour and attitudes that lasted most of the pupils’ lives. Food was ‘grub’; instead of going somewhere you ‘cut along’; Siegfried, because of his dignified manner,

  was called ‘Dook Sieg’ by J. S. Norman, the headmaster, himself known as ‘Cockeye’. Games were very important and Sassoon found himself briefly one of the better cricketers,

  never forgetting one match that temporarily banished any sense of ‘unmanliness’ when he scored fifty runs. Friendly relations between the staff and pupils were such that one summer

  holidays he and his brothers went with two of the masters on a boating trip on the Norfolk Broads. But the New Beacon and the benign yet tough ‘Cockeye’ were overwhelmingly philistine.

  As a result he came to believe that to write poetry was shameful, so he stopped, feeling the loss of ‘something wonderful’1 but also, mixed with an outsider’s anxiety, a certain martyred pride. Apart from the memory of ‘Cockeye’ reading the adventure story Moonfleet aloud,

  there is little evidence that Sassoon experienced any intellectual stimulation at the school, although in 1901, despite generally poor marks (except in English), he passed the Common Entrance exam

  for Marlborough.




  Michael had gone on to Malvern but Mr Norman thought Marlborough would be better for Theresa’s delicate second son. Believed then to be moderately progressive, the school (entirely a

  product of the Victorian age) was founded in 1843 in the Wiltshire market town of Marlborough on the River Kennet, notable for its eighteenth-century houses and massive prehistoric mound, reputedly

  the burial place of the magician Merlin. A separate entity to the west of the town’s wide main street, Marlborough College has as its centre a low, long red-brick building of about 1700, once

  a private house of the dukes of Somerset and later a coaching inn. In Sassoon’s day the other buildings were mostly in a nineteenth-century imitation of this Queen Anne style, with the

  occasional addition of Victorian gothic or grim fake Tudor. It is still easy, and in 1901 was even easier, to leave the school for the fields by Savernake Forest or to reach the nearby high

  downland, and in January 1902, ‘without a friend in the world except the matron’,2 the fifteen-year-old new boy ate a bar of chocolate cream

  alone on the hill he had climbed above the town as a brief escape during his first day.




  

    *


  




  TO SOME EXTENT he found the same atmosphere as at the New Beacon, with a headmaster nicknamed ‘the Druid’ or ‘the Tup’ and

  Theresa fussing embarrassingly over the extra blankets she had brought for him. But Marlborough was much bigger, harsher, with agonies about stiff collars, ties that were difficult to tie and the

  impossibility of finding your way around when no one seemed to want to help you. He boarded at Cotton House, a bleak 1872 building of concrete faced with plaster, and, although

  the school year was some four weeks longer than it is now, there were few opportunities for leave out in term time. This self-contained, oddly protective but challenging world stayed with Sassoon

  for years in his thoughts and dreams. Marlborough was an early initiation into the rough, communal, all-male life of the trenches.




  Boys were at the mercy of their capricious, sometimes mordantly bitter, occasionally sadistic teachers. Sassoon’s housemaster, a bachelor of fifty with a booming clubman’s voice and

  a military moustache called Marius Herbert Gould, seems often to have been drunk and made little effort with his dimmer charges. Some academic Marlburians found Gould, with his Oxford First in

  Greats, a good teacher;3 to Sassoon, the housemaster spoke usually in a bantering, sometimes angry, often preposterously orotund manner, the aftermath

  of an earlier ambition to be a barrister and Conservative politician. Drink made him unpredictable. Early on, after Sassoon had opted to take organ lessons, Gould yelled at the new boy at lunch, in

  front of the rest of the house, ‘I know why you play organ. You play organ to get out of playing games, you wretched brute!’ Only at night, when he thought the boy was asleep, did Gould

  show affection, muttering a gruff ‘Good-night, you Siegfried’4 on his dormitory round. The matron was excited by Sassoon’s possible

  link to King Edward VII, but Gould thought the name meant idle decadence. When the housemaster shrieked at him again, after Siegfried played a hymn at evening prayers whose words seemed to be a

  joke against the matron, there was muted laughter among the boys at this unusually old, unhealthy Jewish newcomer. A family story has it that Sassoon carried knuckle-dusters to protect himself from

  anti-Semitic attacks at Marlborough.5




  Failure at games was often persecuted, the unathletic being ‘ragged and despised and jeered’.6 In the Cotton House books, written by

  successive Heads of House, the comments on the boys refer almost exclusively to games and say that Siegfried Sassoon showed some cricketing promise at first (although he was feeble at rugby), then

  declined into disappointment. Halfway through his first cold term, in a return to physical weakness, he caught measles that became double pneumonia. His life was prayed for in

  chapel and Theresa rushed down with steaks to make him the strongest beef tea and summoned a famous doctor from London. The school authorities disapproved but Gould thought she had saved the

  boy’s life. Sassoon went home to recuperate, returning to Marlborough at the start of the summer term with his younger, much more self-possessed brother Hamo.7




  Summers meant cricket, the elegant game that Sassoon came to love, and gradually Marlborough showed itself to be less philistine than the New Beacon School. That first summer term, one master,

  an Irishman called John or ‘Pat’ O’Regan, also a First in classics from Balliol, set his form to write poems, offering a prize of half a crown. Sassoon’s verses for the

  first competition were hung up in the classroom and mix adolescent melancholy (‘My life at school is fraught with care’) with ambition, declaring at the end that not even ‘extra

  lessons’ and other school trials can kill this ‘ambitious little bard’.8 Poetry welled up again, self-conscious but not rebellious

  – odes, for instance, on the death of King Richard II or the illness of King Edward VII that delayed the coronation. In the library of Cotton House, he read Thomas Hood’s ‘Bridge

  of Sighs’ whose music of rhythm and words brought ‘goose flesh’ and tears.




  This was where he might excel; poetry, and writing, became a secret strength. Inspired also by ‘music’s poetic feeling’, Sassoon practised the organ alone in the school chapel,

  a long, tall gothic building of dark stone decorated inside with Pre-Raphaelite murals by Spencer-Stanhope and bright stained-glass windows, ethereal in atmosphere, one of which had been designed

  by Burne-Jones. There were memorials to Old Marlburians killed in battle and, on the reredos above the altar, martial yet innocent youths in armour surround a crucified Christ. The emotional

  atmosphere was one of sexless decency, courage and patriotism – the moral edge of the sense of mission that marked the self-conscious height of Britain’s imperial power. As if

  responding to this spirit, Siegfried Sassoon joined the school Rifle Corps but could not remember which eye to shut when firing his rifle.




  His autumn term at Marlborough ended early in more weakness: a ‘strained heart’ and eye trouble perhaps brought on by exhaustion. Relieved to be missing rugby football, he went home

  to Weirleigh where the family doctor insisted on an invalid’s existence stretching through the Lent term of 1903. ‘The Bridge of Sighs’ had heightened Sassoon’s view of

  books and literature as a part of a secret life in a comforting past. Romantic, emotional poetry moved him the most; now he also wanted ‘quaintness’ and the aesthetic appearance,

  ‘the look and smell’, of old books.9 Already, in Brighton in 1900, he had bought his first rare volume, a first (1833) edition of The

  Young Cricketer’s Tutor by John Nyren, edited by Keats’s friend Charles Cowden Clark. During the winter of 1902–3, he began to think about creating a library, an ideal

  repository of learning and literature, guided by the History of Eighteenth Century Literature written by his mother’s friend Edmund Gosse.




  Sassoon obtained a copy of the Bookseller’s Circular and sent off for catalogues from dealers all over the country who responded quickly, perhaps impressed by his

  ‘gilded’ name and Weirleigh’s crested writing paper. Some of the volumes for sale cost £500 or more when his capital stood at only £1. But Theresa let him sell his

  father’s books, although he kept Alfred’s 1883 privately printed quarto of FitzGerald’s Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám. Over the next year old volumes

  arrived at Weirleigh: an 1801 edition of Samuel Johnson, an eighteenth-century life of Queen Elizabeth, works by Adam Smith, Burke and Archbishop Ussher, mostly incomprehensible to the boy. The

  point was not their contents but their aesthetic arrangement on the shelves, the creation of a comfortable sense of age and stability, of merit increased by his brightening of the tooling and

  lettering on the labels with burnishable gold from the Army and Navy Stores.10




  The diary that he kept for January 1903, interspersed with records of book-dealing, has details of golfing expenses and his reading: ‘read March: Antony and Cleopatra,

  Pope’s Homer’s Iliad Bks I–II, Comedy of Errors, Pope’s Rape of the Lock, Gray’s Poems, Odes etc:, Shenstone’s “Schoolmistress” ’, and on the

  29th he ‘read Byron’s Don Juan I–II (quite enough)’. But many days have the words ‘Nothing happened’ against them. That same month he wrote the poem

  ‘Fragment of an Allegory’ in which melancholy adolescence imagines the journey towards death across ‘Time’s golden sands’ where ‘the flowers of life’ fade

  ‘all too soon’. His poetry, he thought, had improved ‘in fluency and grasp’.11




  The summer term at Marlborough meant more cricket and in the holidays Sassoon played for the village sides of Matfield or Brenchley or in a Weirleigh team against a scratch eleven put together

  by Tom Richardson. But he was bad at work, even bad at cricket, and very bad at rugby. The Marlburian refused to print his poems and when asked to recite some verses by Thackeray at the

  Cotton House leaving supper in July 1903 he broke down and had to refer to the book.12 Longing for recognition, Sassoon sent a poem called ‘The

  Extra Inch’ to Cricket magazine which published it on 9 April 1903. The lines are a parody of Charles Kingsley’s ‘The Sands of Dee’, telling how a batsman is bowled

  because he had been fooled by the wicket’s ‘extra inch’. Cricket then accepted ‘Spring’ and ‘To Wilfred – Bowling’ (‘When Wilfred Rhodes

  [the great cricketer] a-bowling goes’) but never paid him. An advertisement, ‘Earn Money by Writing’, which he answered turned out to be an attempt to recruit people to sell

  personalized rubber stamps.




  Fearing pneumonia, Theresa kept Siegfried and Hamo at home in January 1904 and a shy young tutor from Oxford coached them. Favourite poems in the diary at this time include Emily

  Brontë’s ‘Last Lines’, Arthur Clough’s ‘Isolation’, Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s regretful ‘Parted Love’, A. Shaughnessy’s

  ‘Song’ on the return of an old romance and Byron’s ‘On This Day I Complete my 36th Year’ – signs, perhaps, of a young poet’s romantic despair.13 There are extracts from Matthew Arnold’s ‘Rugby Chapel’ on a son’s thoughts of ‘bygone autumns’ with his late father without

  whom he feels ‘bare, unshaded, alone’. Alfred Sassoon had now been dead for nine years.




  In the summer of 1904, Sassoon left Marlborough, too old and too low in the school to give point to staying on for another year. His report noted poor concentration, little ‘intelligence

  or aptitude for any branch of his work’ and bad prospects for ‘any special career’. Hamo, more successful, stayed until December. Gould’s final advice to the departing boy

  – ‘Try to be more sensible’14 – was muffled by a sense of freedom. Sassoon looked forward to cricket at home in Kent before

  another winter’s hunting and always the secret life of poetry.




  

    *


  




  SIEGFRIED SASSOON KNEW now what set him apart: his Jewishness, his delicacy and his homosexuality. At Marlborough, there were

  intense masculine friendships, yet the school scarcely acknowledged sex, apart from terrifying warnings against masturbation. Even in the 1920s, the headmaster warned Louis MacNeice,

  ‘Self-abuse is adultery too; it destroys your body and your mind and you end in the madhouse.’15 Sassoon wanted to conform and from this

  came affection, sometimes love, for a type he was drawn to all his life: the man of character, not intellect, whose conversation inclined towards sporting metaphors, who liked cricket or golf, who

  distrusted display and loathed conceit – the clean, decent man. Norman Loder, the modest but expert fox-hunter; Mr Jackson, a cheerful, golfing schoolmaster at the New Beacon; David Thomas,

  whose death transformed Sassoon’s view of war – these friendships show his feeling for the values of a Victorian public school.




  At Henley House, the nearby crammer’s where he went to be prepared for the Cambridge entrance exam, there were several of these paragons, their nicknames once again showing their worth:

  ‘the Boss’ (Henry Malden, the headmaster) and his two assistant masters ‘Uncle’ and ‘the Teacher’ (a Mr Rawsthorne). ‘Uncle’ (Eustace Malden) and

  another master, George Wilson (whom Sassoon especially liked), were good games-players, particularly at golf.16 When Henry Malden

  caught the boys throwing water at each other he said simply, ‘Oh Sassoon, do you mind using the metal jugs? The earthenware ones are apt to come away from their handles.’ In this

  gentler place Sassoon made greater friends than at Marlborough: Henry Thompson (‘Tommy’) from Cumberland, again a golfer with ‘a delightful cronyish quality’17 whom Theresa particularly liked; and, as if to emphasize Henley House’s philistine air, Norman Loder, his hunting hero, was a fellow pupil. With some

  sadness, he left to go up to Clare College, Cambridge in the autumn term of 1905 with his brother Hamo. Poetry had stalled again. In the spring of that year, Sassoon had worked on an epic of twelve

  books of which the first was to be called ‘The Awakening’ but got no further than four lines about ‘a soul’, ending in:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Dim glades of ecstasy he trod alone




              And passed the gates of hope where fame is born.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  An advance at least on a love lyric of December 1904:




  

    

        

          Love first conceived is like a distant view




          Of mountains – crowned by dawn’s first tender hue,




          A tinge of gold athwart mysterious blue.18


      


    


  




  

    *


  




  CHOSEN BY THERESA because several Thornycrofts had gone there, Cambridge offered academic study and a chance to meet other young

  writers. But at Clare, a small college founded in the fourteenth century and rebuilt in the seventeenth and eighteenth, next to King’s and bordering the River Cam, Sassoon ‘lapsed into

  day dreaming and Pre-Raphaelitism’ and isolation. In his first term, during an unusually dry autumn and early winter, he felt ill, escaping into ‘poetry writing and music’ in a

  low-ceilinged room decorated with reproductions of pictures by Rossetti and Burne-Jones.




  Then there was a crisis at Weirleigh. Siegfried’s elder brother Michael had left Clare without taking a degree and now had a girlfriend whom Theresa disliked. Already

  under strain from bringing up three sons alone, money problems and a sense that her beloved Siegfried was unhappy, she broke down completely, marking for the second youngest boy ‘the end of

  my boyhood’.19 A notebook dated 1905, dedicated ‘To Ash’ and filled with his poems, may have been a present to comfort her;

  certainly his devotion is clear in the elaborate decorations and use of coloured inks. The book, called ‘A Pageant of Dreams’, has Keats on the title-page (‘Magic casements,

  opening on the foam . . .’) and inside (‘Beauty that must die’) and quotations from Swinburne, William Watson and Dante Gabriel Rossetti. In his own poems, the tone is of romantic

  melancholy and word music. ‘Dies Irae – Russia 1904’ is about the political turmoil in Russia, with a quotation from Swinburne mocking human endeavour (‘The wind has the

  sound of a laugh in the clamour of days and deeds’) but most titles make clear the Pre-Raphaelite fairy-tale atmosphere of dream pictures: ‘Slow Music (On a Picture)’, ‘Love

  Triumphant – On a Picture’, ‘Avalon’, ‘Rondel, Dawn Dimness’. Two are interesting autobiographically. ‘Ambition’ is a Tennysonian monologue,

  reminiscent of ‘Ulysses’:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Far is the height toward which I have begun




              To toil, who, tho’ the ascent seems ever higher,




              Would pass the mountain-barriers . . .


            


          


        


      


    


  




  And ‘Doubt’ reflects the longed-for power he wanted for his own poetry:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Doubt not the light of heaven upon the soul;




              Doubt not the lyric pattern, giving all




              Desire and hope and wonder to its thrall;




              Doubt not the goal:




              Doubt not the rapture of the smitten lyre . . .20


            


          


        


      


    


  




  An anthology compiled and copied out in October 1905, the month he started at Cambridge, has Browning, Rossetti, Tennyson, Swinburne, Clough and Christina Rossetti. Modern poetry is represented by W. E. Henley, James Elroy Flecker, Alfred Noyes, Stephen Phillips (from Paolo and Francesca), Austin Dobson and, as a sign of what might come after the

  ‘lutes and nightingales’, Robert Bridges. Later Sassoon saw the discovery of Bridges as a step towards Thomas Hardy.21 He was oddly proud

  not to have mixed much with other poets, of having, as he said, done ‘it all under my own steam’.22 He believed always in magic coming

  from a poet’s sensations in solitude.




  Sassoon read law, partly at the urging of his uncle Hamo Thornycroft, who had become his trustee. Thornycroft accepted that Siegfried’s future lay in literature yet thought a law degree

  followed by time in a barrister’s chambers in London might give some mental discipline. But between golf and writing poetry Sassoon did little studying. To Granta and the Cambridge

  Review he sent parodies of Stephen Phillips, Browning and the psalms and a skit on heartiness called ‘To a Blood’,23 and this more

  bubbly Siegfried, or ‘Sig’ or ‘Siggy’, appears in his correspondence with an older undergraduate at Clare, E. L. ‘Gussy’ Guilford: letters full of schoolboy

  humour and joshing self-deprecation, even about his poetry. In the summer vacation, he reported an ‘uneventful existence’ with no golf, only ‘a dance in town’ and trips to

  the Royal Academy, a performance of The Taming of the Shrew and playing cricket ‘for Tunbridge Wells v: Lewes’ when he scored no runs and took no wickets. He read Swinburne,

  ‘with dire results for my adjectives’, and by October 1906 mocked his preoccupation with nature and lack of inspiration, declaring that the god Pan ‘must have missed his train to

  Paddock Wood [the nearest station to Weirleigh] for he hasn’t turned up yet’.24




  Sassoon lived idly and disjointedly. He bought nice editions of Swinburne and the Kelmscott Maud, read William Morris in a punt and went to the Trinity Boat Club Ball with a party of

  Thornycroft cousins. Entertaining his uncle Hamo in his rooms towards the end of the summer term, he laid on an ‘overwhelming’ lunch of lobster mayonnaise and the best college hock, and

  talked about his about his poetry. Thornycroft said, ‘You should try for the Chancellor’s Medal, old man.’25

  This university prize – previously won by Lord Macaulay (twice), Tennyson, Henry Malden (Sassoon’s old headmaster at Henley House) and (in 1904) Lytton Strachey – seemed a way to

  get something serious out of Cambridge. When he dropped law and took up medieval history, inspired by a Pre-Raphaelite idea of the Middle Ages and the novels of Stanley Weyman, Sassoon had serious

  difficulties with some of the sources in Old French. Joan of Arc, however, he read about in detail, for a long poem.




  ‘Gussy’ Guilford had literary and artistic tastes and liked cricket, turning out once for Matfield while staying at Weirleigh. But, beyond vague idleness, there was no sign of

  rebellion in him or Siegfried. At Cambridge, some three or four years before, the young Bloomsbury group – Leonard Woolf, Lytton Strachey, Thoby Stephen and Clive Bell – had admired

  Hardy, Ibsen and Shaw for challenging the conventions of the age; Tennyson and Browning, Sassoon’s favourites, seemed to them dully out of date. Sassoon had a link to Rupert Brooke through a

  brother, Hamo, and a cousin, Oliver Thornycroft, both of whom knew this young meteor, but he stayed well outside Brooke’s narcissistic world of sexual experiment and pagan revolt, keeping

  love and passion for his poetry.




  

    *


  




  AFTER VISITING THE senior tutor at Clare, W. L. Mollison, to say that he wished to give up law for history, Sassoon fell downstairs; Mollison, a small,

  anxious man who stammered, made him jumpy. But the tutor asked to see some of his poems, then, surprisingly enthusiastic, urged him not only to enter for the Chancellor’s Medal but to publish

  as well. So on his twentieth birthday, in September 1906, Sassoon decided to have his first volume of poems printed in an elegant edition of fifty at his own expense. The selection was influenced

  by Theresa’s taste, reflecting the Thornycroft simplicity and love of country life, also the subdued yearning of her art. Later he detected in the book a religious tone,

  again derived from his mother, and more ‘innocent youngness and aspiration’ than in his other volumes that were privately published before 1914.26




  None of these poems was included in his later Collected Poems, not even to show the irrecoverable ‘Paradise felt in Youth’.27

  The main influences are Swinburne, Tennyson and Browning (in the long monologue ‘Joan of Arc’) and Dante Gabriel Rossetti. One poem, ‘Sic Transit’, is inspired by a Watts

  picture of a dead knight. There is a yearning for poethood, for romance, and a sense of words creating a colour that life lacks; ‘Joan of Arc’ evokes childhood as the ideal time and was

  written in ‘rapture’ at Weirleigh, at the end of June.28 Throughout his life, Sassoon looked back longingly to the unknowingness of his

  first years.




  Meanwhile he had fun imitating Swinburne (Sassoon had a lifelong gift for parody) but took Guilford’s advice to stick to original work. The subject for the Chancellor’s Medal was

  given out as Edward I. He read Tout’s dry account of the king’s reign, then became confused by research and about what style he should use; probably he should be ‘very restrained

  and conventional’ although, as he told Guilford (sending him extracts from a draft), this was ‘a thing I abhor’. On his writing table, he had a photograph of Hamo

  Thornycroft’s statue of the young King Edward I on a horse, removing it during some frustrating early stages of composition before producing a final version that Theresa liked. In December

  1906, the piece went off to be judged. In the New Year, Sassoon, stricken by influenza, stayed on at Weirleigh, vowing not to go back to Cambridge until the winner was announced in February. Would

  the judges (‘these dour scholars’) bring ‘radiant reward or desolately damn’?29




  Like ‘Joan of Arc’, ‘Edward I’ is a long poem in what Henry James called the British ‘anecdotical’ style.30 The

  old king, near death, soliloquizes at Burgh-on-the-Sands. The tone is that of Tennyson at his most stately, part the dying Arthur in the Idylls, part ‘Ulysses’, with a sense that

  there is no obvious reason why this poem should ever end. One line (‘All the marching months have passed along’) hints at ‘the nobly marching days’ of

  the war poem ‘The Kiss’; a foreshadowing of religious feeling occurs in the king’s prayerful ‘strange spiritual drawing nigh to God’ that takes him ‘even further

  from the World’. As in ‘Joan of Arc’, ‘unclouded’ youth is a beautiful memory.31




  The prize went to D. W. Corrie, ‘a gushing youth from Eton’, with Sassoon not even the runner-up. He tried to shrug it off – ‘I never felt really confident’ –

  and treated Guilford as a disciple, showing how, although the younger, he had dominated their friendship, finally admitting disappointment. ‘I expect you will be more injured about it than I,

  oh faithful Griselda (entre nous) I do feel rather small . . . I suppose the rejected one is a little unconventional and emotional.’32 What

  really hurt was that he had had no triumph with which to boost his mother after her breakdown.




  Sassoon left Cambridge without a degree. Theresa seemed to understand but Uncle Hamo pontificated that ‘the moral discipline of work we do not quite like is an excellent thing, and as

  Christianity gets less and less a guiding influence, will become more and more necessary’,33 and was further annoyed in April by his

  nephew’s assurance that he was ‘getting good golf’.34 At Weirleigh, in beautiful May weather and surrounded by books, the walls of a

  private world, Sassoon read Laurence Housman’s plays, a study of Shakespeare, some works on St Francis (possibly for another narrative poem) and (for the second time since Christmas)

  Browning’s The Ring and the Book. He told Guilford he had left Cambridge ‘with the degree (honorary) of R.I.P. (Retired Ignominiously (To) Paddock Wood). You know Cambridge

  didn’t suit me in any way, and at the end of Oct: term I was a perfect wreck, and knew nought about my Tripos work. Therefore I have resigned myself to Poesy and Perdition amid a perfect

  storm of abuse and homilies from Mollison and Uncle Hamo. But what care I? I know my own mind better than they do.’35




  He had written twenty short poems since being at home and Theresa spoke comfortingly of ‘The Chancellor’s Muddle’.36 Perhaps she was glad to have her second and favourite son with her. Certainly Sassoon’s first mild rebellion that edged him further from timidity was made much easier by

  her love.




  







  
THREE
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  BOTH OF SIEGFRIED SASSOON’S brothers broke away before 1914: Michael to

  Canada, to British Columbia, to work in remote fish canneries and, later, in Vancouver, making parts for cars; Hamo to be an engineer in Argentina. Sassoon did not miss the small, jaunty Michael or

  Michael’s wife Violet, whom neither he nor his mother liked, Theresa wincing at what she called her daughter-in-law’s ‘Gentlemen prefer Blondes’1 jokes. Hamo, however, was different – imperturbable, a friend of Rupert Brooke while at Cambridge, broad and tall, with dark wavy hair, scruffy on his motorcycle, mocking

  Siegfried’s exquisite hunting clothes. Siegfried confessed his homosexuality to Hamo, who said calmly that he was the same. Hamo laughed at Siegfried’s vague mixture of belief in God

  and superstition, his fear of the evil spirits2 sensed during childish experiments with automatic writing.




  On his twenty-first birthday at Weirleigh, still feeling responsible for Theresa after her breakdown and joined only by some elderly neighbours, Sassoon wished again that his cosmopolitan father

  had been there to break this sense of entrapment. Both he and his mother wanted somewhere else, perhaps ‘a Jacobean manor’3 in Dorset,

  better for hunting; another annoying feature of Weirleigh was that its stables were situated down the road, far from the house. But they knew that they could not afford to leave. One hope was the

  childless Aunt Rachel Beer’s fortune, still large in spite of the £45,000 taken from her by a confidence trickster, supposedly to help rescue Dreyfus. With

  Rachel’s help they could have what they wanted. But after Frederick Beer’s death in 1903 Mrs Beer had been certified insane, moving to a large house near Tunbridge Wells in the care of

  nurses and servants. When visiting Weirleigh, she veered between listlessness and ‘vehement dementia’, clutching Siegfried’s arm once in the garden and ‘raving wildly’

  about how she must go to London to burn some papers. Perhaps, he thought later, she, like her husband, had had syphilis;4 surely this was the condition

  blamed opaquely, and ridiculously, by Theresa on Mr Beer’s opera-singer mother. Hamo mocked their hopes, saying that Aunt Rachel would live for years and leave all her money to ‘some

  dotty institution’.5




  

    *


  




  POETRY REMAINED SASSOON’S secret strength. He admired C. M. Doughty’s epic The Dawn in

  Britain and wrote to the author, who replied that on his eastern travels he had met some Sassoons in Poona. But, mixing aestheticism with sexual repression, his isolation found its true

  ‘cloister’6 in Walter Pater. In the spring of 1908, partly, Sassoon said later, to ‘chaff’7 himself out of this, he published privately, using his allowance of £400 a year, a one-act verse play, Orpheus in Diloeryum. The characters’ names give the

  atmosphere – ‘Epicurio, a patron of the arts’, ‘Dorgelian, a poet’, ‘Discordias, a musician’, ‘Time, disguised as an ancient husbandman’

  – and the dialogue creaks, even when attempting a joke (Time declares Orpheus to have ‘Not glory, as you might call it, so much as a sort of mutuality’). Alongside the mockery of

  Paterian atmosphere and parody of Swinburne, there is a description of dawn by Orpheus that may be an attempt at heartfelt beauty:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Hush for the dawn grows red beyond the hills;




              The earth is awed with prayer.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Theresa would not have been shocked. In this womanless universe, a hint of eroticism comes only in one copy when Sassoon inked in a change from

  ‘arch-priest of the revels’ to ‘arch-priest of the orgies’.8 On his uncle Hamo’s advice, he sent one of the fifty-five

  copies to Edmund Gosse. Gosse commented on the ‘richness of fancy and . . . melodious verse’ and referred to this ‘delicate and accomplished little masque’, connecting it to

  ‘the strange entertainments of the early renaissance and Italian humanism . . .’, of which Sassoon knew nothing. Gosse said he hoped Sassoon would make ‘a prolonged study of the

  art of poetry and advance in it from height to height’;9 in other words there was little point in them talking seriously about literature.




  In the spring of 1909, having had poems in Cricket and the Thrush, Sassoon tried other journals without success until T. C. Crosland, editor of the Academy and always short

  of money, showed interest, perhaps attracted by the rich name of Sassoon. Excited, Siegfried Sassoon went up to London without telling Theresa why, to meet this cigar-smoking hack who wore a bowler

  hat in the office, had a heavy dark moustache, side-whiskers, a ‘harsh’ northern accent and flaring bloodshot eyes. Crosland offered Sassoon a guinea for each of the nine poems he had

  submitted, which delighted the young writer.10 Lord Alfred Douglas’s lieutenant in the crazy, homophobic persecution of Wilde’s friend

  Robbie Ross and the author of bestselling racial diatribes like The Unspeakable Scot and Taffy was a Welshman and, later, of the anti-Semitic The Fine Old Hebrew Gentleman,

  Crosland, who called himself a poet, was Siegfried Sassoon’s first commercial publisher and never paid him a penny.




  The poems appeared in the Academy above the initials S.S., showing the same ‘instinct for anonymity’11 as Sassoon’s

  privately printed and expensively produced volumes. There were some seven of these between 1909 and 1914 (following Poems of 1906 and Orpheus in Diloeryum of 1908). Sonnets and

  Verses of 1909 suffered from Helen Wirgman’s reaction to it, in spite of a quotation on the title-page from her hero George Meredith, for, shocked by her silence after she read the book

  at Weirleigh, Sassoon burned all thirty-five copies12 except the one he had given to her. Eleven of the poems appeared again in

  Sonnets of the same year, with alterations that did not make them noticeably stronger, together with six new poems. Twelve Sonnets of 1911 had only two new poems, with the rest either

  unchanged or slightly revised versions of those in Sonnets and Sonnets and Verses.




  The sonnets are aesthetic, often pastoral, with some dire phrases (‘scythemen strong’ trudge through ‘daisy-speckled meads’ and ‘along the tufted dunes a throstle

  sings’), sometimes invoking music (one has Grieg as its subject). There are lyres and a quotation from Doughty, perhaps to raise the Sassoon inheritance, about evening in an oriental

  encampment. More personal is a sense of shame about homosexuality, of how taking ‘a friend to-day’ meant ‘hell in thy heart’, so that:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Thy youth that was like April fresh,




              Through him, shall reckless years degrade . . .


            


          


        


      


    


  




  In ‘Sunset’, there is loneliness:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Out of the world, were it not well?




              Here have ye known infinite hell,




              Lost and alone.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  From the second book of 1909, Sonnets, ‘Before Day’, inspired by dawn, love of nature and the Weirleigh garden, was reprinted in his Collected Poems;

  the word ‘clack’ (‘fieldward boys far off with clack and shout’) denoted, he thought, a loosening up. To Edmund Blunden, much later, it seemed ‘such a beautiful,

  natural song’,13 but Blunden did not remark on the ending when this lone ‘dweller among men’ yearns ‘for what my heart shall

  never say’. The pre-1914 poetry has signs of regret and shame over denied feelings, as in ‘Villon’ (Sonnets and Verses, 1909) when the French poet’s ‘spent

  frame’ is rescued by one who ‘used me with healing hands for all my needs’. The ‘spirit of purity’ of ‘At Daybreak’ (Poems, 1911) comes with

  ‘music to awake me’, but:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              I may not hold him with my hands




              Nor bid him stay to heal my sorrow;




              Only his fair, unshadowed face




              Abides with me until to-morrow.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  There may have been a sense of heroism in being set apart, but there was much loneliness too during those evenings in the Studio at Weirleigh when he wrote by candlelight about

  solitary dawns and twilights.




  Hamo Thornycroft quite liked the sonnets printed in 1909 and suggested that Sassoon should show them to a ‘competent’14 critic. In May

  of that year Edmund Gosse had advised that Hamo’s ‘most attractive and engaging’15 nephew was not talented enough to become a

  full-time writer. But on 5 December, Gosse was gentle with Sassoon (who Thornycroft had told him was ‘too much with inferior country intellects’),16 saying, ‘You have the sonnet spirit and something of the sonnet touch’, but decrying his ‘foggy allusiveness’, occasional bad scansion and malapropisms

  like ‘passional’.17 Hamo Thornycroft had given up hope of Sassoon getting a job.




  To Helen Wirgman, the robustness of George Meredith, who died in 1909, was what the young poet needed to counteract his precious, fin de siècle style. Sassoon, himself wanting

  grander themes, was ‘overwhelmed’18 by Thompson’s ‘The Hound of Heaven’, and then discovered the poetic supernatural

  when in 1910 he read Walter de la Mare’s ‘All’s Past’ in the magazine the Thrush, and wrote admiringly to the poet. Shadows at twilight, strangely darkening moons,

  rustlings in thickets and some sense of evil crept into his verse.




  The Literary Post attacked the Academy in May 1910 for calling ‘Before Day’ a sonnet when it broke from the octave of the Italian model. Crosland trumpeted in an editorial that ‘Mr Siegfried Sassoon’ knew ‘quite as much about

  the sonnet form as The Literary Post’, though he conceded that the poem wasn’t ‘flawless’.19 Hester Brayne, on the

  letters page of the Literary Post, said she thought the Academy would have objected if ‘this unfortunate variation on the Italian form had appeared in the

  Spectator or The Literary Post’.20 Sassoon had at least become a poet of minor controversy.




  

    *


  




  HE LED A DIVIDED life, one moment poet and frustrated homosexual, the next a sporting country gentleman, guest in the local grand houses where he danced,

  waltzing eligible girls ‘sexlessly’ but ‘with real ardour and enthusiasm’.21 A ‘swashbuckling’22 golfer, he played on Squire Morland’s links and toured courses in the south of England with his friend Thompson – a teasing, easy, sexless

  friendship. In the summer he played cricket for the Blue Mantles, a team based at Tunbridge Wells, where his team-mates nicknamed him ‘Jane’, sometimes singing softly as he walked to

  the wicket, ‘My pretty, pretty Jane’, not jeeringly but with affection for this gentle, immaculate, dreamy figure.23 Matches often

  unfolded in quiet villages, beneath grey-stone churches; and to travel in a horse-drawn brake with a team that mixed all sorts of local characters through orchards and small fields to an away

  fixture, then to return home through a long, light evening, made for journeys of shared hope, of recollected success or mild disappointment – the comfort also of tradition and of belonging, a

  break in the walls of class and social convention. Talk was generally confined to the game itself, or to memories of other games, with little need for personal revelation, and women exiled to its

  edge.




  In the winter Sassoon hunted. In December 1910, he bought a horse called Cockbird from Edgar Newgass of Frant, near Weirleigh, who had been at Henley House with him and had given up hunting

  because of a bad heart. Sassoon rode Cockbird in eleven point-to-points before the First World War, winning four, coming second once and third three times, unplaced in only three races. He built up

  a reputation for courage and skill, especially as Cockbird (bought cheaply for £50 thanks to the animal’s slightly ‘whistling’ breath), although fast, turned out to be

  temperamental, occasionally dangerous, apt to run out at speed towards the edge of the course.




  Sassoon had two main hunting companions: one from the past, the other a new, cheerful, ‘strangely wise and good’,24 less daunting sporting friend, neither of them remotely literary although one read Surtees. Norman Loder – the hero of his childhood – had become an expert

  huntsman, first with a pack in County Galway, then for the Southdown in eastern Sussex, within reach of Weirleigh by a slow train. Tall, sandy-haired, authoritatively monosyllabic with a slight

  Irish accent picked up in Galway, amused by ‘Sig’s’ gentle treatment of his horses, Loder, still a bachelor, asked Siegfried Sassoon to stay at his house by the hunt kennels. Soon

  the South-down replaced the Eridge and the West Kent as the centre of Sassoon’s hunting world; and among the followers were the Reverend Harry Harbord, rector of East Hoathly, and his family.

  Harbord had nine children and one of his sons, Kenneth, had been at Marlborough with Sassoon, although he was some two years younger. But it was Kenneth’s younger brother, Stephen Gordon

  Harbord, born in 1890 and educated at Winchester, who, after they met in 1908, became ‘the best sporting friend’25 and ‘the only

  proper brother I ever had’.26




  East Hoathly’s rectory and its large, clamorous family, very different to quiet Weirleigh, became Sassoon’s second home in winter, and there the energetic Reverend Harry Harbord led

  long, loud discussions, with the aid of maps, about the activities of the Southdown hounds. For the tall Gordon, a graduate of London University who wanted to be an engineer, hunting was an

  obsession. He nicknamed his friend Sarsoon or Sarson (perhaps in imitation of how country people said the name or after the brand of vinegar) and joked about Sig’s fabulous riches. But this

  dreamy poet could keep up as a horseman; to Gordon’s younger brother Geoffrey, the visitor’s courage made him ‘a regular hero’.27 Others recalled a distinctive figure, perfectly turned out, leading his horse on foot when going home to make it easier for the animal, and often taking ‘his own

  line’28 during the hunt, ‘so keen, yet so unobtrusive’.29 When Sassoon arrived at a

  Southdown meet, after a slow train journey from Kent and then a bicycle ride to where the groom Richardson had Cockbird or another horse waiting, this shy young man was often

  cheered by the rest of the field.




  

    *


  




  SASSOON LOOKED BACK on the summer of 1911 as a time when he glimpsed what he might truly be. First, one afternoon he saw a much grander literary life

  than that of Crosland’s Grub Street when, immaculate in a dark suit and buff linen waistcoat with spats to match, he went with Theresa, a great friend of Mrs Gosse, to the Edmund

  Gosses’ house in Regent’s Park, near the London Zoo. The moustachioed Gosse’s quick movements through the crowd and glinting eyes behind gold spectacles belied his age. Sassoon

  associated him with genial advice, melodious verse, well-turned essays and critical influence, but Gosse was also librarian of the House of Lords, an expert on Scandinavian literature and, four

  years earlier, had published, in Father and Son, an autobiography of genius. At the party Mrs Gosse and her daughter Tessa pointed out various literary figures, Sassoon thinking that he

  recognized the artist Alma-Tadema. Gosse described Siegfried to the Dutch novelist for whom the party had been given as ‘the very youngest of our unpublished poets, and a veritable centaur

  among them, since he bestrides his own Pegasus in hunt steeple chases’. The pompous words seemed patronizing but true. When they left, Theresa said delightedly of their host, ‘He does

  trifle so perfectly!’30 Two years passed before Sassoon saw Gosse again.




  Sometimes that fine summer Weirleigh became ‘a little paradise’ – tennis, conversations in the garden, the slim elegance of Steenie, Theresa’s white Persian kitten, the

  memory of a spring victory on Cockbird in the Southdown point-to-point. In July Wirgie arrived, slowed down slightly by a cracked rib, to be joined by Nevill Forbes, initially

  ‘unassuming’ as he giggled at Siegfried’s jokes. Forbes, Fräulein Stoy’s former pupil, had become a friend, a brilliant linguist and a good musician who had studied at

  Leipzig before becoming Reader in Russian at Oxford. As if to emphasize his studiousness, he wore convex glasses and had played duets with Tolstoy’s daughter in Russia,

  bringing to Weirleigh a sense of intellectual adventure that impressed and diminished his host. On his second evening, Forbes played Reger’s variations and pieces by Debussy, Ravel, Scriabin

  and César Franck. ‘But this has been an orgy!’ exclaimed Wirgie. Awestruck, Sassoon watched as Forbes blew out the candles on the piano, rubbed his spectacles, laughed shyly and

  put away his scores. Sometimes Wirgie tried to turn the instrument into a harpsichord by stretching some pages of newspaper across its wires. She and Nevill Forbes talked constantly: about Bayreuth

  or Leipzig, of Russia and Tolstoy, about Italy and her memories of the smell of cooking in the medieval streets of Italian towns. Sassoon, who had never left England, thought again of how his

  father might have introduced him to some of this.




  After Forbes left, Wirgie reread the ‘tremendous’ Anna Karenina, but when Sassoon said he might try the novel, she declared, ‘You are far too young for it, and I am too

  old and weary to be any use to you after such a wildly gifted young musician as your friend Forbes.’ He persuaded her to play, and that July evening she gave a passionate rendering of

  Schumann’s ‘Warum?’. The days had been a glimpse of freedom, through music and in recollected voices – Wirgie’s deep and slow (an andante), Forbes’s fast and

  nervously fluent (an allegro) – unveiling a new romantic world. All he needed was the courage to break out. But, sitting frustrated at his desk, Sassoon found the reality of escape beyond

  him, adding to his self-contempt. He became obsessed by the novel Peter Ibbetson (to him ‘a dangerous drug’) in which the hero has a beautiful dream life running parallel to the

  dank truth.31




  Oscar Wilde’s trial had, only some fifteen years previously, shown how much the homoeroticism of The Yellow Book and Walter Pater hid danger, as homosexuality, even between

  consenting adults, remained a criminal offence in Britain until 1967. There were, however, a few people like Edward Carpenter who rejected concealment, British middle-class respectability and cant.

  Born in 1844, once an extension lecturer at Cambridge in the history of music, Carpenter left the Church to take up communistic utopianism, advocating his ideas in a series of

  books and poems. In 1911 he lived a simple country life at Millthorpe, near Chesterfield, and made money from lecturing, farming and his controversial writings.




  During discussions at Oxford (where Forbes lived) and at Weirleigh, Nevill Forbes (who was probably homosexual) must have mentioned Edward Carpenter. Sassoon wrote to Carpenter (‘a leader

  and a prophet’) and seems to have sent him Twelve Sonnets, the first of his two privately printed books of 1911. He also enclosed two photographs of himself (one ‘taken at Oxford

  by Nevill Forbes, who has spoken to me about you a great deal’)32 and another sonnet, perhaps because of Carpenter’s musical interests,

  called ‘On Music’ whose ending shows a mixture of exaltation, shame and isolation.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              The rapture life acclaims, forgetting fear;




              Light in the night where I have dwelt alone;




              Forgiveness where the world has no forgiving.33


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Carpenter believed that homosexuals had greater imaginative freedom than heterosexuals, who were constricted by their utilitarian, procreative role. His book The Intermediate Sex was a

  revelation for Sassoon, opening ‘a new life to me, after a time of great perplexity and unhappiness’. The letter shows agitation in its unsteady underlinings. He admits his previous

  ‘ignorance’ of the subject and declares himself a virgin, ‘entirely unspotted’. ‘What ideas I had about homosexuality were absolutely unprejudiced,’ he wrote,

  ‘and I was in such a groove that I couldn’t allow myself to be what I wished to be, and the intense attraction felt for my own sex was almost a subconscious thing, and my antipathy for

  women a mystery to me. It was only by chance that (when I had read your book) I found my brother (a year younger) was exactly the same.’34 He

  mentioned his links to the rich Sassoons and to Hamo Thornycroft, also saying that he played cricket and hunted (which ‘you may not approve of’), proud to be ‘as good as those

  others in their sports, and have some of their strength and courage’. Music and poetry were his ‘other life’. The loss of his ‘intensely musical’

  father led him to fantasize that Alfred may have ‘had a strong strain of the homosexual nature in him’.




  The answer came quickly from Millthorpe. ‘It is good to feel one has been of help to people,’ Carpenter declared on 31 July and from the poems singled out two sonnets (‘A

  Melody’ and ‘Perilous Music’), making no mention of ‘On Music’: ‘you have evidently some literary skill, as well as feeling.’ He urged Sassoon on:

  ‘I think the Uranians [another word for homosexuals] have a great work to do and some time I should like to have a talk with you about it. Do you ever come to the wilds of Derbyshire?’

  Carpenter mentioned that the Fabian socialists Sydney Olivier and his wife (Hamo Thornycroft’s sister-in-law) had been staying with him. ‘Hamo Thornycroft I only occasionally see. Is

  Nevill Forbes much at Oxford nowadays, or is he mostly abroad?’35 He returned one of the photographs of Sassoon but kept the other. Sassoon,

  ‘tremendously pleased to get a letter’, said he could come next week yet after that would be obliged ‘to wait until the middle of September’, although he wanted to see

  Millthorpe in summer. He must be allowed to adopt Carpenter’s principles while with him; ‘Nevill Forbes told me you wouldn’t let him help wash up the dishes. I do hope you

  won’t think me as genteel as that.’36 Carpenter advocated a simple life of physical labour and co-operation, of all-embracing socialism

  and rough experience. The visit never took place; again Sassoon failed to break away.




  

    *


  




  IN DECEMBER 1911, Gosse responded more encouragingly to the two privately printed ‘pamphlets’ of that year (Twelve

  Sonnets and Poems) yet was still schoolmasterly. ‘Practise this delicate mode of writing more and more. In lyrics, do not leave yourself any laxities: I notice here and there a

  rhymeless ending where the ear calls for rhyme. Cultivate the beautiful richness of rhyme. I fancy you should work more. Write, write, write . . .’37




  The divisions in Sassoon’s life became more obvious. During this time, perhaps encouraged by the exchange with Carpenter, he wrote, as if operating behind the lines,

  some of his more overtly homosexual verse, notably the dramas Hyacinth and Amyntas, both privately printed (Amyntas was suppressed in proof). In December 1911 came a poem,

  ‘suggested by the Balkan wars’. There are signs of what was to come in self-mortifying pity (‘I should be nearer to them on my knees’), attempted realism in the descriptions

  of the dead or wounded (‘Mangled and gashed and wild with terror’) and the contrasting of an abstract vision of glory with the reality of pain. There followed an ironic, if clumsily

  expressed, end:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              These, the victorious, the defeated,




              Whose groans shall sound through age and aeon.




              Glad be the nations that are greeted




              And crowned by such triumphal paean!38


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Hyacinth, written in November and December 1911, is a prose play with five passages of verse, of which only some thirty-five copies were printed. Like Orpheus in Diloeryum, it is a

  mildly homoerotic fin de siècle work, this time about the friendship of Prince Hyacinth for Pierrot that ends with them both poisoned. Amyntas, written early in 1912, tells of

  the nineteen-year-old dreamy Prince Amyntas who worships Apollo before meeting an ideal friend (‘a naked figure that played on a lyre and made immortal music’). In both of these,

  fairyland is described in a style of tired preciousness, as in Amyntas’ comment on his garden: ‘I love the half tones; cool courts and whispers of fountains . . . Not death but life

  makes me afraid.’ Sassoon’s collection of 1912, Melodies, has fifteen poems, three of which are also in Hyacinth. As usual, the love lyrics are to people of an

  indeterminate sex; but he later thought two pieces worthy of his Collected Poems 1908–1956: ‘Night Piece’ (about dryads and fauns) and ‘The Heritage’ which

  portentously claims ‘Death is our heritage’ as much as life.




  Gosse saw ‘progress’ in Melodies but urged the poet to ‘take longer flight’ away from ‘moon beams and half-tones’ and to ‘go on writing hard and

  reading the old masters’.39 Yet the more ambitious Ode for Music – a long poem prompted by a surge of

  religious feeling brought on by ‘The Hound of Heaven’ and a session at the Ouija board – failed. Sonorously pompous, like an organ with the ‘swell stops pulled out’,

  the ode was privately printed in 1912 and published (and not paid for) by Crosland in the Antidote in February 1913. Gosse offered no opinion after Sassoon sent it to him; nor did Elgar,

  another recipient. The only notable result of the poem seems to have been that it prompted Crosland to introduce his young contributor to Lord Alfred Douglas. In February 1912, Sassoon wrote a

  fourteen-line Browningesque monologue by a woman who had murdered her lover (‘Stab swift while he’s asleep’) called ‘Two in a Garret’,40 and on 24 May sent ‘two small volumes’41 to Sidgwick and Jackson, who published Rupert Brooke, but they were turned

  down.




  

    *


  




  IN NOVEMBER OF the same year, he asked Gosse what the critic thought of ‘John Masefield and his

  realism’.42 The next month, sitting in the Studio, with rain and wind outside and a photograph of Burne-Jones’s Days of Creation on

  the wall, Sassoon looked at Masefield’s dramatic monologue poem The Everlasting Mercy which he had read the year before. Why not try to parody it, he thought, perhaps unconsciously

  exemplifying T. S. Eliot’s comment that all art grows out of passionate boredom? He raced ahead, thrilled to find himself writing ‘physically’ at last, finishing over 500 lines by

  the next evening.43 The result was The Daffodil Murderer, a breakthrough in technique and reputation and a move out of the confines of his

  upbringing.




  Masefield, after growing up in rural Herefordshire, had gone to sea as a boy, lived rough in the United States and felt intensely for the underdog. By seeking a naturalistic, physical style, and

  writing about people and places of all types, he influenced the new school of Georgian poetry, whose first anthology was published in 1912, and The Everlasting Mercy had caused a sensation

  when it came out the year before. With no trace of homoeroticism, Watts, Burne-Jones or fin de siècle decadence, the poem is a story of rural squalor and violence

  with flashes of apocalyptic chaos ending in mystical redemption, owing much to the novels of Thomas Hardy – an author Sassoon did not yet appreciate – in which individuals are trapped

  by circumstance in a harsh, if sometimes beautiful, world. Its brisk rhyming couplets spoken by the apparently damned narrator, Saul Kain, are different to the lyrical poetry Sassoon had previously

  yearned to write, but he found Masefield’s voice and, within another poet’s world and style, freedom. Calling his parody The Daffodil Murderer, he set it in rural East Sussex, in

  an atmosphere far removed from the East Hoathly rectory and the farmers and local gentry of the Southdown hunt, revealing instead wretched, inescapable, poverty-stricken lives.




  Albert Meddle looks back from the condemned cell in Lewes jail, telling his story to the prison chaplain: how he killed Bill; how he had started life as one of a drunkard’s nine children.

  He is sure, however, that ‘there’s dirtier rogues than me’ – crooked lawyers, stockbrokers, hypocrites. He might have been ‘a worse ’un’ and had worked as

  a farm labourer, had married and had had seven children. Then one evening after coming back to their bleak but neat home (with a picture of the coronation and a biblical text on the wall), he went

  out to the Barley Mow where, inflamed by drink and rough talk, Ted Brown and he had a fight after beer had been spilt. Sassoon tries for the same colloquial language as Masefield’s fight

  scene in The Everlasting Mercy, even if he makes it sound more like a ‘rag’ in Billy Bunter’s public school:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Leggo my ear.




              If you must take and booze my beer,




              I’ll pour it down your blanky neck.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Bill, the chucker-out, evicts them both, to cheers from the other drinkers, but Ted stokes Albert up and they go to Bill’s cottage to wait for him under stars that shine

  on everyone, from the lowest to (and here Sassoon mocks his own relations) the King.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              They see the King and Queen at Windsor,




              And hear the story that he spins ’er




              Of how he’s been to pheasant-shoots




              With Jew-boy lords that lick his boots.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Albert also reflects on how he has known Ted and Bill since childhood, on how they fished and played together in innocence, that mythical time cherished by Sassoon:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              I thought how in the summer weather




              When Bill and me was boys together,




              We’d often come this way when trudgin’




              Out by the brooks to fish for gudgeon.




              I thought, ‘When me and Bill are deaders,




              ‘There’ll still be buttercups in medders,




              ‘And boys with penny floats and hooks




              ‘Catching fish in Laughton brooks.’


            


          


        


      


    


  




  The church clock strikes eleven and Bill returns to his house. Ted has run off but Albert trips Bill up, kills him with a kick to the head, is arrested and later condemned to

  death. His story over, the murderer says goodbye to Sussex, the county he has never left, the poem’s metre changing (as in Masefield) in a pastoral evocation:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              O golden autumn weather,




              And apples ripe to gather,




              And white rime-frost at morn,




              When huntsman blows his horn;




              O all things I remember,




              Who’ve seen my last September.44


            


          


        


      


    


  




  The Daffodil Murderer does not have Masefield’s sense of low life; ‘whore’, for instance, is a word still too strong for Sassoon, as is the brazen but doomed sexuality

  of The Everlasting Mercy’s barmaid ‘Doxy Jane’ or such stark similes as ‘The room stank like a fox’s gut’. He lacked also, as yet, the skills of dialogue

  and character shown in the urbane response of Masefield’s parson to Saul Kain’s abuse of the establishment, Mrs Jaggard’s tirade when Saul tries to befriend

  her child or the Quaker Miss Bourne’s rigid self-certainty. Also missing are Masefield’s apocalyptic vision and the contrast of Kain’s final redemptive calm with his brutal life.

  Sassoon sent the poem to Crosland, who agreed to publish it through his imprint John Richmond, a venture backed by a rich novelist called Irene Osgood, but asked for ten pounds to help with costs.

  At first the man of letters wanted to call the poem The Gentle Murderer and its author ‘Peter Expletive’ before Sassoon and he decided on the pen-name of Saul Kain, the hero of

  Everlasting Mercy and, for the title, a part of Masefield’s recent volume, The Daffodil Fields.




  An attempt to hint that the real author was a famous figure (perhaps Crosland himself) failed when Sassoon gave away Saul Kain’s true identity to a Cambridge bookseller. Printed in a

  thousand copies as a small paperback of thirty pages, The Daffodil Murderer had an orange-coloured cover and the title lettered in red above the false claim ‘Being the Chantrey Prize

  Poem’ (no such prize existed) and, in inverted commas (as if from an unnamed critic), ‘Brilliant Beyond Belief’. A mock-serious preface by ‘William Butler’ – in

  fact Crosland making another literary joke, this time against Yeats – ended with a demand for a grant from the civil list for Mr Kain who had an intimate knowledge of ‘the insides of

  various rustic public houses’ and was living off a War Office pension. ‘William Butler’ claimed to have read Daffodil Murderer nineteen times, weeping ‘more

  copiously’ on each occasion.45




  Crosland hoped for a reprint and sales of at least 2,000 following the success of Masefield’s original two years before, but the first public comment was disappointing. Sassoon, on

  publication day, had been hunting with the Southdown (going ‘terribly sticky’)46 and, on the way back by an evening train, bought several

  literary magazines at the Lewes station bookstall to read some damning lines in the Athenaeum on this ‘pointless and weak-kneed imitation of “The Everlasting

  Mercy”.’47 Then, four days later, came much better news. Gosse wrote to him, delighted at ‘this very clever brilliant thing’

  that showed ‘powers which I had not expected from you’. The poem was, he thought, ‘a pastiche’ more than a parody where ‘a tale of rustic tragedy

  is told with real pathos and power, only exactly as Masefield would tell it. The end is extremely beautiful.’ Gosse had sent the work to ‘Mr Edward Marsh, who . . . has published the

  interesting anthology of “Georgian Poets” ’. Marsh had asked for more and Gosse suggested sending him ‘a parcel of your pamphlets’. Sassoon should abandon his

  ‘isolated life’ and get to know ‘this most charming man’ who was ‘the personal friend of all poets’.48




  Some critics were kinder than the Athenaeum. The Cambridge Evening News welcomed this ‘brilliant parody’ (which it presumed was by Crosland); the New Age thought

  it ‘perfect, down to the little farewell twiddly bits’; and the Manchester Guardian’s critic ‘gladly read every line of it, undebarred by our knowledge that he wrote

  them with his tongue in his cheek’.49 But the most important result for Sassoon was his introduction to Edward Marsh.




  Born in 1872, Marsh was a civil servant, in 1913 private secretary to Winston Churchill, who was then First Lord of the Admiralty. But he also helped artists and writers, using what he called

  his ‘murder money’ – a small allowance granted to him by the state as a descendant of Spencer Perceval, the Prime Minister who had been assassinated in 1812. The son of an eminent

  surgeon, Marsh had a high-pitched voice, a relic of a youthful attack of mumps that had supposedly left him impotent but still prone to romantic homosexual attachments. He worked hard and was a

  good classical scholar, but adored the aristocratic world, society gossip and grand country houses, as well as his literary and artistic friends, and, hating to be alone, kept in touch with people

  constantly ‘by voice or pen’.50 With his urbanity came a slight primness, a slightly prissy upper lip ‘a little

  odd’51 between a firm masculine jaw and a strong, straight nose; people were surprised at how formidable Marsh could be. Sassoon, growing

  irritated by him, later called him ‘hollow’,52 but was always a little in awe of this clever, precise, witty, snobbish and extraordinarily

  well-read man.




  The first volume of Georgian Poetry, which Marsh edited, combined pastoralism with down-to-earth language and a realistic, modern point of view. D. H. Lawrence was in

  it, alongside the more predictable Lascelles Abercrombie and John Drinkwater, as were Walter de la Mare, W. H. Davies and Rupert Brooke, with whom Marsh was in love. His response to Sassoon –

  sent on 22 February 1913 from the Lake District, where he was staying – was long and detailed: an example of why he was valued by many writers. Clearly Marsh thought that Gosse had held the

  young poet back through an admiration for past masters like Swinburne. ‘It is certain that you have a lovely instrument to play on,’ he began, adding that he felt poetry of the

  ‘vague, iridescent, ethereal kind’ had been worked out and now one should write ‘either with one’s eye on an object’ or with ‘a (more or less) definite

  idea’. He chastised Sassoon for poor technique, such as not attaching pronouns to nouns, changing metre and ‘sometimes a want of fundamental brain work’. The poems –

  particularly the sonnets – were occasionally too derivative (‘sheer Rossetti’). But Marsh liked some ‘magical’ lines, showing that he too was not immune to the

  aesthetic movement:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Fantastic shepherd, from your breezy winter




              Prithee some snatch of wayward April bring.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  ‘Goblin Revel’ reminded him of the Russian ballet Oiseau de Feu, or Firebird (which Sassoon had never heard of), Orpheus in Diloeryum seemed

  obviously influenced by the Post-Impressionists (of whom Sassoon was also ignorant) and The Daffodil Murderer (with its ‘capital’53

  preface, which Marsh didn’t know was by Crosland), although good, fell between parody and imitation.




  Sassoon was delighted. Answering, he admitted to having ‘passed through most of the influences’ but hoped ‘to emerge into an individual style of my own’; he went on to

  say that the lack of reviews of The Daffodil Murderer (‘such a good joke’) had disappointed him. Sassoon told Marsh he found Georgian Poetry ‘very

  interesting’, especially ‘Mr Abercrombie’s work’ and ‘Mr de la Mare is delightful in a limited way’.54 This slight

  denigration of de la Mare – a poet who had greatly influenced him – may have been an attempt at sophistication.




  The Daffodil Murderer sold badly, with no reprint. Edward Carpenter could not see its point and suggested that Sassoon, in order to experience life, should take a job as a stoker on an

  ocean liner. But Sassoon went on writing poetry. On 17 February, five days before Marsh wrote to him, came ‘England 1913’, which expressed the hope that a country defeated by

  ‘enemies resistless’ might find a new strength and humility alone – a hint perhaps of anti-imperialism. On 27 February there is shame at lust (‘How with invisible demons

  your spirit was mated’). In ‘Cortège Macabre’, the dead become ‘death’s battalion of corruption branded’, foretelling the processional




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Battalions and Battalions, scarred from hell;




              The unreturning army that was youth


            


          


        


      


    


  




  of ‘Prelude: The Troops’ written in the autumn of 1917. ‘Vision’, dated 22 April 1913, describes a dissolving dream of ‘Youth with his arms

  outspread’, and evokes a sense of loneliness. ‘Of a Lady Waiting to Be Wed’ (written on 27 June) is stronger stuff, pointing to the woman-hating poems of the war in its depiction

  of a ‘sleek’ and crafty seductress whose ‘flaunting feather’ and ‘crescent of that glimpsèd calf’55 seem

  predatory. Then the old fairyland reappears in ‘Nimrod in September’ about ‘Young Nimrod’ up early on his horse while ‘half the drowsy world’s

  a-bed’.56




  

    *


  




  HE MET MARSH over lunch at the National Liberal Club where the urbane, surprisingly young ‘Eddie’ coped easily with

  Sassoon’s inarticulacy, and the poet Austin Dobson – a particular favourite of Theresa’s – joined them afterwards. ‘We are all waiting for Mr Marsh to give us a volume

  of his own verses,’ Dobson said teasingly, to which Marsh murmured mild dissent. At the House of Lords, where he was the librarian, Edmund Gosse was more daunting, asking Sassoon about

  Crosland, to be told, ‘Oh, he’s not a bad sort of chap,’ at which Gosse said, ‘Indeed! What I myself have heard of him has been altogether to the

  contrary.’ They looked in on the chamber where most of the peers seemed to be asleep and the snobbish Gosse’s smile was ‘almost fraternal’.57 Then came the first apparently insignificant meeting with Wilde’s friend and lover Robert Ross on 5 June 1913, at a party at Gosse’s house. Now Siegfried Sassoon

  had met the three guiding spirits of his early literary life.




  Crosland disliked the Georgians, preferring W. E. Henley among modern poets. He asked for more poems, even suggesting a ‘small volume’, but Sassoon, perhaps emboldened by meeting

  Marsh, held back, offering instead the five-year-old Orpheus in Diloeryum which the editor agreed to accept in return for ten pounds. Sassoon changed the work in proof, at which Crosland

  protested and asked for another ten pounds; this letter Sassoon did not answer. Some months later, he tried to retrieve the proofs from the Conduit Street office of John Richmond (above a

  Rolls-Royce showroom), only to find that the firm’s new owner had sacked Crosland and the proofs had vanished.




  Marsh was now his chief mentor. To him, in May, he said he hoped to be in London in June and would like ‘if possible’ to stay a night with Marsh at Gray’s Inn. ‘Now the

  hunting is over I am making desperate efforts to produce vehement verse. Won two point-to-points this year!’ The letter had a sketch of a man on a horse going over a jump with the sun rising

  or setting in the distance58 but left out how, after his second victory, he had wandered off alone and thought, characteristically, ‘Someone

  else is winning the next race now. I am forgotten now.’59 Marsh disliked some ‘cynical’ poems Sassoon sent him in October 1913,

  decrying words like ‘evotion’ and ‘artichoken’. ‘You must come to London occasionally,’ he said.60




  But Sassoon, his chances of publication wrecked by Crosland’s downfall, had followed Norman Loder to Warwickshire where his friend had become master of the Atherstone hunt. Lord Alfred

  Douglas, to whom Sassoon wrote in desperation, said that he would pass on a letter to Crosland, who ‘has been very ill and away in the country. I hope you have been

  writing some poetry.’61 Sassoon told Marsh of his despair on 23 October. ‘I don’t suppose I shall ever publish any poems. The stuff

  I wrote last summer was utterly hopeless. Perhaps I will begin fresh in the spring, but I feel very sad about my work the last few months.’62




  Staying with Norman Loder was a life of ‘purposeful simplicity’.63 They lived in the village of Witherley, first in the

  huntsman’s cottage, then in a larger house near by; once again the tall Loder was the dominant figure, his face ‘like a boot’, certain that all other local activities should be

  subordinate to fox-hunting.64 Charles Wiggin, Loder’s Old Etonian contemporary, joined them; with Sassoon also were his horses and Richardson,

  ecstatic to be in the English midlands, to him the best hunting country in the world. They all imagined Sassoon to be rich because of his name, although Wiggin (heir to a large neighbouring estate)

  and Loder were both richer and had more horses. On one occasion Sassoon deputized for a Miss Stubbs who wrote the Atherstone hunting reports for the Morning Post under the name of Tonio, and

  had his first piece of prose in print (its heading was ‘A Good Day with the Atherstone’).65 Out hunting he met a girl called Dorothy

  Hanmer, the daughter of a clergyman from a local landowning family. She had a brother called Bobbie with whom Sassoon became infatuated, but Dorothy loved this tall, shy, brave and physically

  awkward friend of the master’s, although her father didn’t approve, perhaps because of his Jewishness; ‘we never really knew why’, Sassoon wrote later.66 At meets he collected for the Royal Agricultural Benevolent Society, a charity that helped poor farmworkers.




  Gradually the company of these philistine good-natured hunting types began to pall and he wanted to be alone. Above all, though, he dreaded a return to Weirleigh, to be ‘bored, worried by

  suppressed sex’, irritated by the fussy Theresa, who was cast down by the death of her faithful maid Miriam. The weald’s ‘haunting quality’, he saw, belonged only to his

  ‘poetical’ side. Even the hunting there had been spoilt by ‘the glories of the Atherstone’.67 So Sassoon went to London. But a

  dinner with Gosse never left the ground, the host desperately getting Max Beerbohm’s collection of parodies, A Christmas Garland, out of his bookcase to read parts

  of it aloud before glancing at a clock.68 Then a blow-out lunch with Crosland (this time paid for by the man of letters) ended with a lecture.

  Sassoon’s circumstances, Crosland said, were too comfortable. Life ‘ought to be a Promethean struggle with adversity and injustice’.69




  He never spoke to Crosland again, but those words went with him to his club, the Royal Societies in St James’s, which Sassoon nicknamed The United Nonentities. Dissatisfaction seemed

  stifling in the silent, empty library of the dank, dark building for this was a Saturday and most of the members were out of town or with their families. An idle Sunday brought thoughts of wasted

  time, of dislike for his chameleon self, of a feared dead-end. Since childhood he had felt that ‘I was a prophetic spirit,’ waiting for an ‘opportunity’ to ‘give

  myself to the service of my fellow men – and all I had hitherto done had been to hunt foxes and jump hedges!’ Even cricket had let him down; he was simply too bad at it. Suddenly

  Sassoon saw himself among the poor, ‘befriending grateful but indefinite unfortunates on the Embankment’, but he did not know how to embark upon such work; in any case, ‘it was

  the audience I wanted, not the social service’.70 That night he wrote ‘The Riverside’ about how ‘something snapped inside my

  head’, releasing the idea of freedom in sacrifice where ‘glory waits for me’.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Destiny calls me home at last




              To strive for pity’s sake,




              To watch with the hopeless and outcast




              And to endure their ache.71


            


          


        


      


    


  




  He went back to the fox-hunters, and had a final success, winning the Atherstone point-to-point’s heavyweight race on his beloved Cockbird; then, helped by Marsh, he found rooms in 1

  Raymond Buildings, near Eddie’s own Gray’s Inn chambers. The white bedroom, newly done-up bathroom and sitting room (painted Sassoon’s favourite peacock blue) above the lawns and

  plane trees of Gray’s Inn and the distant rattle of trams in Theobald’s Road surely meant hope. He had some furniture but only one picture: a colour reproduction of

  Titian’s portrait of a young man with a glove. Theresa had insisted he should bring up lots of white lilac and some brown–gold curtains, the only additions from a Weirleigh that he

  wished to leave behind.




  Marsh’s servant Mrs Elgy had found Sassoon a housekeeper and his letters seem cheerful. But Eddie didn’t like the ‘invertebrate sort of poems fading away in a

  sigh’72 and ‘Rain in June’, probably written in Raymond Buildings, has this feeling. The better ‘South Wind’, praised

  later by Virginia Woolf, he sent to Marsh, saying ‘at any rate this has the virtue of being unemotional! And the name of God is absent!’73

  Marsh tried the poem on J. C. Squire of the New Statesman, who thought this picture of the weald on a blustery spring morning ‘too much of an Exercise’ and turned it down.




  Sassoon went to the sale of the Atherstone hunt horses at Tattersalls to meet his hunting friends and yearned briefly for the simplicities of the previous winter. If only he could bring poetry

  and sport together in ‘one grand sweet song’ like Ralph Hodgson’s Song of Honour. The poet W. H. Davies, whom he met with Marsh, gave him Hodgson’s address in the

  King’s Road, but when Sassoon went there one wet afternoon the sporting poet and connoisseur of boxing and bull terriers was out. Robert Ross he saw again at a party given by Gosse in March

  and sent him his poems; Ross wrote encouragingly, hoping they might meet for dinner, but nothing happened. He grew fonder of London, of sunsets above Holborn and breezes bringing hints of country

  life, and also of the imagined world of this vast city where he might lose his innocence at last. When Mr Lousada, the lawyer, lectured him on his extravagance, the picture of a cultured, sporting

  young man about town was almost complete.




  Early in June, however, soon after the Tattersalls sale, came a chilling encounter. Eddie Marsh had rhapsodized about Rupert Brooke, so much so that, after Marsh had read from Brooke’s

  unpublished ‘Heaven’, Sassoon had exclaimed in irritation, ‘Why does he always write about fishes?’ Marsh’s eyeglass fell out. ‘But my dear,

  he doesn’t! And the only other fish poem he wrote isn’t in the least like this one!’74 On his return from a journey to

  Tahiti and the South Seas, Brooke spent some days with Eddie in London; Marsh never introduced Sassoon to his more bohemian friends like Isaac Rosenberg or Mark Gertler or even to E. M. Forster,

  but Brooke he clearly felt was suitable.




  Sassoon had glimpsed the golden-haired, hatless poet walking through Gray’s Inn, and felt thrilled when an invitation to breakfast came, Eddie saying that another Georgian poet, W. H.

  Davies, would be there as well. Also present was the artist Paul Nash, who asked what Sassoon thought of the sculptor Gaudier-Brzeska, to receive the answer, intended to hide ignorance, that he

  liked neither Futurism nor Marinetti, thus ‘clumsily revealing’ conventional taste. While Davies spoke of his travels round America, Brooke – sunburned, hair unbrushed, wearing an

  open-necked blue shirt, grey flannel trousers, sandals on bare feet – sat quiet, as if secure in his fame and beauty. Sassoon recalled Theresa’s loathing of people in ‘sloppily

  artistic’ clothes who talked ‘silly Fabian Socialism’; perhaps dragged down by this, he lapsed into the jargon of the hunting field. Nash and Davies left and Marsh got up to go to

  work for Churchill at the Admiralty, pausing to say to Brooke, mixing playfulness, avuncularity and the mention of a famous hostess and a cabinet minister: ‘Don’t forget we’re

  lunching with Lady Horner to meet Mr Birrell, and do try to be on time.’




  These two poets of the First World War were alone with each other for about half an hour. Brooke, sitting by a window where the light framed his famous head, was a year younger than Sassoon but

  years ahead in sophistication, learning and recognized promise. Groping for conversation, Sassoon said he thought they had been briefly at Cambridge together. Brooke reminded him of his role as the

  Herald in Eumenides that had transfixed the university and they spoke admiringly of Davies, of how accurate Brooke had found Conrad and Kipling on the ‘tropics’. Anxious to be

  modern, Sassoon called Kipling’s poetry ‘terribly tub-thumping stuff’, only to have Brooke say condescendingly that Marsh had made him see the worth of

  ‘Cities and Thrones and Powers’ which Sassoon had never read. Soon a sense of the other’s boredom brought panic and the fear of lapsing again into hunting language that might even

  make him blurt out that Georgian poets were ‘quite a cheery crowd’. Rupert Brooke failed to ask about his poetry and Sassoon felt unable to give yet more praise to Brooke’s own

  ‘Home Thoughts from Abroad’. While saying goodbye at Marsh’s outer door, this brilliant figure seemed relieved at the prospect of being once again ‘his unimpeded

  self’.75




  Restless, humiliated, flattened by an extraordinary personality rather than by the ‘radiant good looks’, Sassoon went forlornly to the zoo. There, by chance, he met Wirgie, to whom

  he had written some months before to say he was in London, and gave her lunch, keeping quiet about his sense of failure. The next day he went back to the zoo, and again she was there; this time he

  was more forthcoming, and they went, a few days later, to an afternoon concert of some of Schoenberg’s music. Wirgie assured him that artistic failure could be transformed into success. He

  talked only of himself, never of her own problems, living alone at the age of seventy on a pitiful income with no companion but her cat. Both of them were mystified by Schoenberg’s

  Verklärte Nacht. But, to Sassoon, ‘the message of that yearning exotic music’ cried out with a sense of ‘the unknown want’, like a call to action that also

  touched his regret at never having known ‘deep and passionate love’.76 Back at Raymond Buildings, Wirgie chided him for not having a piano

  and for his self-imposed isolation ‘in affluence among lawyers’.77 He said despairingly that any development seemed impossible.




  Some days later, dining alone in an Italian restaurant – where Crosland had given him that huge lunch – he talked to one of the waiters about Italy and suddenly yearned to go south.

  His great-aunt Mozelle (S. D. Sassoon’s sister), whom he met for lunch, spoke about his father’s family; and he thought again how Alfred might have taken him abroad. Schoenberg,

  Chaliapin at the opera, the Russian ballet (where he went night after night, alone, sometimes with Wirgie), Richard Strauss conducting The Legend of Joseph with

  Léonide Massine as the lead dancer: these show Sassoon’s brief flaring of interest in modernism and artistic Europe, although, to Marsh, he mocked those rivals of the Georgians,

  ‘Les Imagistes’,78 anti-Romantic, French-influenced poets like T. E. Hulme and Ezra Pound. Above all, though, he felt his isolation:

  laughing young society people at the Russian ballet and (even worse) meeting Mr Gould, his old Marlborough housemaster, in St James’s Street (the drunken Gould said, ‘Well, and are you

  still as silly as ever?’) seemed only to emphasize his static, lonely life.79




  Early in July, during a heatwave, he left a London preoccupied by the Ulster crisis and rioting suffragettes, for Selsey in Sussex, to spend a weekend in a hotel alone. Here a fellow guest spoke

  of the recent assassination of the Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand at Sarajevo; and Sassoon went to sit dreamily by himself on the beach. He had little money, his poetry had dried up and Norman

  Loder (now engaged to be married) was moving to the Fitzwilliam hunt near Peterborough, where Sassoon could not afford to follow him. He dreaded a return to Weirleigh, ‘to the narrowing

  existence of an elderly person’. Perhaps Gosse might help him get a job on a literary journal in London and he could come to Kent at weekends for hunting or cricket or golf. But Sassoon

  thought Gosse and Marsh were bored of him. His literary earnings were so far less than £5 and he had spent well over £100 on his privately printed pamphlets. His life was emotionally

  and sexually unresolved, yet he felt ‘in perfect physical health and youngness’. Perhaps he should enlist in a cavalry regiment and vanish into a simple army life. He wanted to test

  himself; ‘like most of the human race I had always wanted to be a hero’.80 Sunburned after hours by the sea, he returned to London; then,

  carrying the scores of some of the Russian works that had thrilled him at the opera and ballet, he left the city for Weirleigh. ‘Just off to the country and bucolic delights,’ he told

  Marsh, with false cheeriness. ‘I hope to see R. Brooke again some day; he is absolutely delightful.’81




  Staying at Weirleigh was Mab Anley, an old Irish friend of Theresa, married to a retired officer and with two sons in the army; and she – a large, warm-hearted former

  beauty – spoke of the European crisis, thrilling Sassoon with these ‘thunderstorms muttering beyond the Kentish horizon’. Mab Anley said, ‘Where my two boys will be in a few

  weeks time, God only knows,’ making him feel that ‘courage was the only thing that mattered’. The longed-for change, he thought, had come at last. He played in a two-day cricket

  match at Tunbridge Wells and several army officers there received telegrams calling them to their regiments. Sassoon suddenly felt anxious as thoughts of an invasion of southern England jostled

  with memories of ineptitude in the Marlborough school Cadet Corps. He might fail this test of his manhood.




  The next day, 31 July, he bicycled thirty sunlit miles to Rye, seeking relief in hard exercise, and, after tea in the town, rode back through the evening landscape of the weald. The Times

  leader of that morning had made clear that war was imminent; he felt magnificently well, with ‘only that suppressed ache of desolation because I’d got to go and be a soldier and knew

  nothing about how to do it when I got there’, but he was relieved by the decision. That evening, while his mother searched for the cats in the cool garden, he played the first act of

  Prince Igor. Mab Anley, praising his ‘great feeling’, could not know that ‘so far as my mental processes were involved, I was already in the Army’.82
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